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To MERVIN 


whose roots in the facts of social life 
sustain a trust of theories 




Mo one can deny that the idea is fas¬ 
cinating—the idea of subduing the phenomena of politics 
to the laws of causation, of penetrating to the mystery 
of its transformations, of symbolizing the trajectory of its 
future; in a word, of grasping destiny by the forelock 
and bringing it prostrate to earth. The very idea is itself 
worthy of the immortal gods. . . . If nothing ever comes 
of it, its very existence will fertilize thought and enrich 
imagination. 


-CHARLES A. BEARD 



278 / The Political System 

conscious than many of his fellow political scientists that he was 
trying to emulate economics and physics, in which the idea of 
equilibrium is prolific with insights. What he sensed and yet 
what he and others failed to realize sufficiently is that in both 
these disciplines the term is used with a precise meaning. The 
point at which the relevant interdependent variables of these 
disciplines come to rest can be identified precisely at the level of 
theory. But these disciplines have never aspired to identify this 
point empirically. For the physicist, for example, a point is in 
equilibrium when the vector sum of all the forces acting on that 
point is zero; in the case of an extended object it occurs when 
the sum of all the torques and forces equals zero. Similarly for 
the economist, equilibrium occurs when a given price brings sup¬ 
ply and demand into accord. It is possible to determine the quan¬ 
tity of goods or services being supplied together with the quantity 
that will be demanded at each price until a point is reached 
when the demand just equals the supply. This will be the equi¬ 
librium price. It is so called because at this point no one will 
seek to change his position either by supplying more goods or 
services or by demanding more. The interdependent variables of 
price, supply, and demand arc at rest. Exehange continues to 
take place, of course, and in this sense there is no cessation of 
life or activity. But there is stability in the sense that outputs 
and prices do not change. 

In contrast, however, to its use in political science, neither 
in mechanics nor in economics has the theory been designed to 
prove the existence of an equilibrium in reality. On the contrary, 
it has been recognized only as a “theoretical norm” or point 
of reference against which any empirical set of relations can be 
contrasted or compared. In mechanics, an essential ingredient of 
the equilibrium position is that it can be reached only in a fric- 
tionlcss world. In the real world the position can only be ap¬ 
proximated. Similarly in economics, only if certain conditions 
were stable would the economic system settle down into an 

“ J. A. Schumpeter, op. cit., chapter 2. 



PREFACE 


This study deals with the condition of the science of politics 
as it is known in the United States today and with the relation 
to it of general political theory, both moral and causal. In 
earlier centuries a student of political systems would have been 
hard put to distinguish his theoretical inquiries from his gen¬ 
eral political research. Today in the United States, however, 
it has become increasingly difficult to appreciate why political 
theory should continue to be included as a central part of 
political science. Theory has become increasingly remote from 
the mainsticam of political research. This study will have 
served a useful purpose if it helps in some small way to win 
back for theory its proper and necessary place. 

In the preparation of this work I owe a particular debt 
to two colleagues; to Professor Herman Finer for his insist¬ 
ence that my preliminary re-examination of theory might be of 
interest to a broader audience and for his kindness in sub¬ 
jecting large sections of the study to his sensitive political 
insights; and to Professor Leonard D. White, from whose 
tolerant wisdom and unfailing encouragement my manuscript 
gained measurably both in form and content. Others, too, 
were generous of their time, effort, and advice: Professors 
C. Herman Pritchett and Edward C. Banfield read large por¬ 
tions of the manuscript; Chapters 9 and 10 profited from the 
friendly criticism and challenging scholarship of Professor 
Leo Strauss; Chapter 11 underwent the rigorous scrutiny 
of Professor Julius Margolis, and reflects in some slight meas¬ 
ure, I hope, my numerous discussions on its general theme 
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with Professors Theodore Morgan and Kenneth J. Arrow; 
and the manuscript had the good fortune of coming under the 
discerning and judicious editorship of Professor V. O. Key, Jr. 
This study has also been shaped in many subtle ways through 
the efforts of my wife who contributed to its substance, helped 
to clarify its stnicture and meaning, and edited successive 
versions. Needless to say, aside from my wife, I dare not in¬ 
criminate any others in the views set forth. 

Parts of this book are borrowed and adapted without 
benefit of quotation from my previously published articles en¬ 
titled: “Harold Lasswell: Policy Scientist for a Democratic 
Society” and “The Decline of Modem Political Theory.” 
These essays appeared in the Journal of Politics for the years 
1950 and 1951 respectively. Chapters 6, 7, and 8 have been 
published in abbreviated form in 4 International Social Sci^ 
ence Bulletin (1952), 107-23. I am grateful to the Social 
Science Research Committee of the Division of the Social 
Sciences at the University of Chicago for the funds it contrib¬ 
uted to help defray clerical expenses incurred in prepara¬ 
tion of the manuscript. And for helping with many of the 
chores involved in preparing a manuscript for publication I 
wish to thank also Mrs. John Greene, Dr. T. Tsou, and 
Messrs. R. Scigliano and E. Rizzo. 


D.E. 
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forefront we must place the constant reluctance in American politi¬ 
cal science to adopt and teach seriously the standards of valid 
thinking, observation, and description which today we are prone 
to associate with something vaguely called scientific method. Ac¬ 
ceptance and introduction into ongoing research of the fundamen¬ 
tal postulates and assumptions of this method would reveal the fol¬ 
lowing: A major source of the shortcomings in political science lies 
in the failure to clarify the true relationship between facts and po¬ 
litical theory and the vital role of theory in this partnership. 

All mature scientific knowledge is theoretical. Obviously 
this does not mean that facts arc immaterial. At the present 
highly empirical stage in the development of the social sciences, 
there is little need to insist that scientific knowledge must be well- 
grounded in facts. What does need emphasis, however, is that in 
and of themselves facts do not enable us to explain or understand 
an event. Facts must be ordered in some way so that we can see 
their connections. The higher the level of generality in ordering 
such facts and clarifying their relations, the broader will be the 
range of explanation and understanding. A set of generalizations 
that orders all the kinds of facts we call political would obviously 
be more useful for purposes of understanding political activity 
than a single generalization that related only two such facts. It is 
for this reason, among others to be discussed later, that the search 
for reliable knowledge about empirical political phenomena re¬ 
quires ultimately the construction of systematic theory, the name 
for the highest order of generalization. 

Clearly, if political science could arrive at such a general 
theory, the understanding of political life that it would give would 
be both profound and extensive. There is no need consequently to 
point out that such a theory would be desirable because of its util¬ 
ity. The only thing that is not apparent, however, is that the for¬ 
mulation of such a theory is a possible and necessary step along 
the road to reliable and perceptive knowledge about politics. 

No such theory is visible on the horizons of political re¬ 
search in the United States today; nor would I be presumptuous 
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Chapter 


Mood and Method 


hAy theory has always been, that if we are to 
dream, the flatteries of hope are as cheap, 
and pleasanter than the gloom of despair. 

Thomas Jefferson 

From the days of Aristotle, political science has been 
known as the master science. Although political scientists today 
might be accused of being overambitious or imperialistic if they 
were thus to cast their net so broadly, their subject matter is 
nevertheless central to the solution of our present social crisis. For 
the moment, therefore, they might well set modesty aside and con¬ 
fess to a belief in the transcendent value of their research, in 
that of all the social sciences, for the destinies of man. Yet, in the 
light of what society demands from them and of what is in fact 
possible for political science, they would be compelled in equal 
honesty to set all pride aside and confess that in its achievement 
in research American political science has grave difficulty in 
measuring up to the tasks imposed upon it. 

Many cogent reasons could be offered for the disappoint¬ 
ing results of a discipline already twenty-five hundred years old. It 
is the burden of this study that among these reasons and at the 

3 
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forefront we must place the constant reluctance in American politi¬ 
cal science to adopt and teach seriously the standards of valid 
thinking, observation, and description which today we are prone 
to associate with something vaguely called scientific method. Ac¬ 
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tal postulates and assumptions of this method would reveal the fol¬ 
lowing: A major source of the shortcomings in political science lies 
in the failure to clarify the true relationship between facts and po¬ 
litical theory and the vital role of theory in this partnership. 

All mature scientific knowledge is theoretical. Obviously 
this does not mean that facts arc immaterial. At the present 
highly empirical stage in the development of the social sciences, 
there is little need to insist that scientific knowledge must be well- 
grounded in facts. What does need emphasis, however, is that in 
and of themselves facts do not enable us to explain or understand 
an event. Facts must be ordered in some way so that we can see 
their connections. The higher the level of generality in ordering 
such facts and clarifying their relations, the broader will be the 
range of explanation and understanding. A set of generalizations 
that orders all the kinds of facts we call political would obviously 
be more useful for purposes of understanding political activity 
than a single generalization that related only two such facts. It is 
for this reason, among others to be discussed later, that the search 
for reliable knowledge about empirical political phenomena re¬ 
quires ultimately the construction of systematic theory, the name 
for the highest order of generalization. 

Clearly, if political science could arrive at such a general 
theory, the understanding of political life that it would give would 
be both profound and extensive. There is no need consequently to 
point out that such a theory would be desirable because of its util¬ 
ity. The only thing that is not apparent, however, is that the for¬ 
mulation of such a theory is a possible and necessary step along 
the road to reliable and perceptive knowledge about politics. 

No such theory is visible on the horizons of political re¬ 
search in the United States today; nor would I be presumptuous 
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enough to say that I intend to offer such a theory in this work. The 
merest hint of a theory that does emerge is incidental here to the 
main purpose. My objective, rather, is to suggest that political 
science is too little sensitized to the need for inquiring into the prob¬ 
lems that stand in the way of the development of such a compre¬ 
hensive or general theory of political activity. I shall urge that the 
neglect on the part of American political science to identify the role 
that theory plays in the attainment of reliable knowledge has 
helped to imperil its attempt to understand the major problems of 
political life. Without a conscious understanding of the role of 
theory and its possibility, I shall argue, political research must re¬ 
main fragmentary and heterogeneous, unable to fulfill the promise 
in its designation as a political science. In the light of this interpre¬ 
tation I shall be led to inquire into a few of the major problems 
that would emerge if American political science were to devote 
some of its intellectual resources to the study of general or sys¬ 
tematic theory. 

If it wrre not for the fact that today we are confronted 
with a growing disillusionment about the whole of scientific rea¬ 
soning as a way of helping us to understand social problems, we 
could step immediately into a discussion of our central topics. We 
could examine at once some major consequences for American po¬ 
litical science that flow from the neglect of systematic theory and a 
few of the problems involved in the construction of such theory. But 
since at this very historical moment dissent against scientific 
method is growing strong, it would be superficial, if not naive, to 
expect hospitable acceptance for the conclusion that political 
science requires more rather than less of this kind of reasoning. 
At the outset I am therefore compelled by present suspicions 
about scientific method to try to probe to the roots of this mood. 

It is a curious fact that even though as a group, American 
political scientists reflect this mood quite strongly, in large part 
they have been committed to a vague image of themselves as 
scientific students of political life. Although there are important 
exceptions to whom I shall refer in a later chapter, the majority in 
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political science has expressed at least the faint hope that it pur¬ 
sues a social science in the best meaning of the term. And yet, in 
spite of this assumption, historically we find among American po¬ 
litical scientists a decided reluctance to introduce into their re¬ 
search the strict techniques and prerequisites of scientific method, 
much less to identify the crucial task of scientific inquiry as one of 
formulating general theory. We have, in consequence, the pecu¬ 
liar condition among the members of this discipline of nominal ac¬ 
ceptance of their role as scientists, with the rejection in practice of 
the recognized logic and techniques of scientific method. Today 
this historical reluctance to commit themselves to a scientific ap¬ 
proach to social knowledge shows few signs of decreasing; indeed, 
because of the present intellectual mood in Western society as a 
whole, it is actually growing. 

The continued and increasing doubt among political scien¬ 
tists about the merit of scientific method for helping men to under¬ 
stand how they act in political situations mirrors the mood of our 
age. It is the argument of this chapter that in the face of the mani¬ 
fest strides through scientific research in other social disciplines, 
the continued reluctance today of large numbers of political scien¬ 
tists to insist upon a search for universal generalizations through 
the introduction of scientific method in their respective fields does 
not flow from an objective appraisal of the validity of this ap¬ 
proach. It derives rather from their subjection to a mood in West¬ 
ern civilization directed against the use of scientific reason. I shall 
suggest that even those social scientists, and not political scientists 
alone, who have in the past favored the application of this kind of 
reason to their problems, now, under the pressure of this mood, 
see more restricting limitations on the possibility of attaining gen¬ 
eralized knowledge than are justified by the facts. 

This flight from scientific reason, especially in the area of 
political knowledge, is displayed in two distinct ways: as a move¬ 
ment away from the rational attitude towards life, implicit in the 
use of scientific method, and towards a greater dependence upon 
emotion or faith and upon tradition; and as an increasing willing- 
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ness to entertain as criticisms of scientific method arguments that 
rest less on logic than upon the mood of the day. But before look¬ 
ing at these two consequences of the growing doubt about the 
adequacy of scientific reason in social matters, we must glance 
briefly at the well-known history of the role that scientific reasoning 
has played in the modem Western world. This historical retro¬ 
spect will put us in a better position to understand the character 
and objectivity of some specific criticisms now being lodged against 
scientific method. 


1. Enchantment with Reason 

The present epoch may well be the beginning of a long 
period of the decline of men’s faith in reason, as Pareto and 
Spengler among others have predicted, or it may simply be a pass¬ 
ing phase from which society will emerge unscathed and im¬ 
proved. Whatever the outcome may be, it is clear from the pres¬ 
ent historical vantage point that from the seventeenth to nearly the 
end of the nineteenth centuiy, the Western world became increas¬ 
ingly imbued with a faith in the ability of the kind of reasoning 
implied by scientific method to solve social problems, empirical 
and even moral. 

For two thousand years after Aristotle, the first signifi¬ 
cant scholar in the West to treat facts seriously, few great social 
thinkers turned to empirical research. When they finally did feel 
the need to examine the behavior of men more closely, the 
method of the physical sciences stood as a model. In its origin, 
contemporary social science was a response to the work of men 
like Copernicus, Kepler, Galileo, and especially Newton. In his 
three laws of motion, Newton summarized and synthesized the 
work of earlier scientists. From the fragmentary state of knowl¬ 
edge about the motion of heavenly bodies, he abstracted a few 
principles, thereby explaining in synoptic form a comparatively 
large body of apparently unrelated data. From his few basic prin- 
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ciples of motion it now became possible to explain and predict a 
multitude of facts. 

The very symmetry, economy, and architectonic quality of 
the Newtonian system at once impressed itself upon students of so¬ 
ciety, and it became the ideal towards which the social investigator 
strove. For the first time, it became apparent in Europe that per¬ 
haps the successes of the physical sciences could be duplicated in 
the social world, if—and this was the vital premise—the basic 
procedures of the physical sciences were adopted into social re¬ 
search. The assumption was that the physical and social worlds 
were at least sufficiently similar so that the basic method of rea¬ 
soning applicable to one could be transferred with appropriate 
modifications to the other. Today, of course, this has been and is 
being challenged, but at the time it was a widely accepted assump¬ 
tion and conclusion. 

In application, however, little research into social ques¬ 
tions did reflect the method of physics because a strange miscon¬ 
ception of the nature of that method took place. Students of 
society saw the finished product rather than the painful, meti¬ 
culous work that had gone into the search for the miscellaneous 
physical theories out of which Newton created his synthesis. 
Newton’s laws of motion had summarized the efforts of his pred¬ 
ecessors who had devoted untold hours to the laborious task of 
observing the activity of physical bodies. But in customary lay dis¬ 
tortion of scientific research, students of society mistakenly be¬ 
lieved that Newton had really begun with his assumptions and 
from these had spun out, like the spider of Bacon’s analogy, an 
intricate web of conclusions. 

With this ill-understood conception of the procedure used 
in the physical sciences, there is little wonder that people like 
Hobbes and Spinoza thought they too stood in line with the best 
of the scientific tradition. Thus they felt a part of this tradition 
when they built up elaborate doctrines resting largely on casual 
empirical observation from which axioms were then speculatively 
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derived. Out of these axioms, by a process of largely rational 
speculation, tempered with some attention to facts but not geared 
to a real attempt to stay with them by a process of controlled ob¬ 
servation, they elaborated theories about political life. It is a trib¬ 
ute to the genius of these thinkers that, in spite of the short¬ 
comings of their method, their insights into the nature of politics, 
among other matters, was such that they did not stray too far 
from the reality with which they were familiar. But the method 
they used, which they thought was scientific in the pattern of the 
physical sciences, turned out to be at the level of pre-scientific 
thinking. In its structure it resembled not empirical science out of 
which the laws of motion had been induced, but mathematics, in 
which, from a priori axioms, a vast body of theory is elaborated. 

This dependence on mathematics was not accidental. Mathe¬ 
matics was a vital prop in the foundation of physics and appeared 
to be the basis of its method. Mathematical axioms arc not of 
course always entirely imaginative. In various mathematical sys¬ 
tems there is :iii undeniable empirical relevance in the axioms; 
otherwise they might be so remote from reality that they could 
never be used in the daily operations of living. But the distinctive 
quality about the mathematical approach is that its starting point 
need not reflect the real world; it can be purely imaginative 
without disturbing the validity of the system. 

The mathematical or rationalistic quality of early mcxlern 
social science can be clearly seen in the work of Hobbes. He begins 
with the axiom “know thyself.” Knowledge of self is the beginning 
of political research. But Hobbes assumed too much: namely, that 
one could really understand human behavior from casual intro¬ 
spective observation, that what was true of himself was true of 
others, and finally that the truth about human nature could be 
summed up in one principle. This introspectively derived and uni¬ 
versally applied principle, he thought, was that men fear violent 
death. In the true spirit of a science conceived in terms of math¬ 
ematics, from this simple beginning Hobbes spun out his whole 
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political order. In it the fear of violent death leads Hobbes to 
argue the necessity of granting almost unlimited authority to a 
sovereign. 

The conclusions of Hobbes’s generation can scarcely be 
said to offer the degree of verification that we have come to ex¬ 
pect of social generalizations today. It was not the results, how¬ 
ever, but the spirit in which the research was conducted that 
counted. Hobbes and many of his contemporaries thought at least 
that they were adopting for social phenomena the standards of 
valid reasoning of the natural sciences. Rebelling against the 
scholastic heritage from the Middle Ages, they consciously fa¬ 
vored the use of scientific method, as then conceived, for the solu¬ 
tion of social problems. Scholasticism had discerned truth in reve¬ 
lation and commentary upon Aristotle, not in original research 
spurred by a quest for experiential knowledge after the pattern of 
the physical sciences. 

The eighteenth century is a projection of and a commen¬ 
tary on the method of its predecessor. As in the earlier period the 
intention means more than the result. A broad intellectual move¬ 
ment of the period, utilitarianism, epitomizes the hold scientific 
reason had over the thought of the age. On the theory that it 
could be proved empirically that men valued happiness and would 
pursue it, the utilitarians, especially Bentham and his disci¬ 
ples, laid the political foundations of modem democracy. If men 
desired happiness, they concluded from their observations, then 
the political and economic orders must be adjusted to gratify a 
basic irrepressible impulse. Quite consciously and deliberately 
Bentham sought to drive out of his thinking any hint of a priori 
knowledge. Every premise must be based on facts. 

In France during the Age of Reason Rousseau, it is tme, re¬ 
belled in his own way against the growth of technology and the 
ubiquity of reason; but in spite of this, his basic concept of the 
natural man demonstrates that the premise from which he thinks 
he starts is not a priori but the result of observing what he felt 
human nature to be like in its primitive, unsophisticated origin. 
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Helvetius, Condorcet, Diderot, Montesquieu, and the other lumi¬ 
naries of this great movement for the application of the mind to 
social issues, were, of course, by our standards more speculative 
than empirical. But by the criteria of the day and in the light of 
the slow movement towards the use of controlled, first-hand ob¬ 
servation as a basis for understanding, they made their own con¬ 
tributions to the emergence of a belief in the necessity of scientific 
reason. Most acted as if the mere self-conscious use of reason, 
casually focused on the way men behave, was the essence of 
science. 

If the seventeenth centuiy, overshadowed by Newton, was 
the age of physics, and the eighteenth the age of the enlightenment, 
then the following century was indeed the age of scientific 
method. The tremendous hold that the mere desire to be sci¬ 
entific maintained over men’s minds finally became the source 
of an outpouring of social research. The nineteenth century 
showed an ever-increasing tendency to lean on observation, in 
large part histi^rical in the beginning, but later in increasing meas¬ 
ure related to contemporary social behavior. Comte, Marx, and 
Spencer are the triumvirate who dominate the century. Each in 
his own way tries to analyze society from the starting point of 
experience, consciously seeking to exclude a priori intuitive 
premises. 

Comte set the tone for the age and in fact went further 
in his conception of the possibilities of scientific reason than most 
social scientists would go today. He created what one might call 
a closed scientific system. He felt that there was no question con¬ 
fronting society, factual or moral, that science could not solve. To 
arrive at this conclusion he was compelled to make a number of 
assumptions. First, the world is rationally ordered, a cosmos, not 
a chaos; there are laws of social development and social inter¬ 
action which can be discovered. Second, this discovery is possible 
since men have sufficient reason to perform this task. Third, not 
only are men rational enough to perform this task, but they are 
even reasonable enough creatures to use their knowledge in their 
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own interests, a point of view that Comte borrowed from the util¬ 
itarians. And finally, not only does reason permit us to discover 
the laws of social behavior, but it even enables us to discover the 
concrete goals towards which men do in fact strive and therefore 
towards which they ought to strive. Trust of scientific reason 
could carry an advocate no further than this. So convinced was 
Comte of the rational nature of man and society in the sense just 
described that he had no doubt that the ultimate millennium of a 
scientific utopia would be achieved in his own day or shortly 
thereafter. Reason became almost an autonomous force carrying 
society along to its inescapable although happily beneficent goal, 
the positive (scientific) polity, as Comte named it. 

Comte both mirrored the spirit of his age and contributed 
to its intensification, but he was not the only student of society 
to be swept along in this torrent of rationality. Marx, a true son of 
the enlightenment, likewise accepted the basic assumptions of the 
period. He too thought that appropriately mastered tools of in¬ 
quiry, historical and dialectical materialism, which he developed 
from Hegel, would reveal the nature of inexorable social laws and 
the goals towards the realization of which these laws tended. 
Whereas Comte in his law of evolution concluded that society 
passed through three stages, the religious, the metaphysical, and 
the positive, in that order, Marx sought to prove that it evolved 
basically from primitive communism to feudalism to capitalism 
and must eventuate in socialism. And Spencer joined Comte and 
Marx in this search for the laws of development and interaction. 

Whatever the relative merits of their conclusions, and es¬ 
pecially of their preoccupation with premature system-building, 
the complete immersion of these thinkers in something called the 
scientific approach distinguishes and links them. No one of them 
would have agreed with the other on the nature of this special 
kind of reasoning called scientific to distinguish it from common 
sense. But, in spite of their own fondness for speculative systems, 
they would each have agreed that without some special, pains¬ 
taking application to the facts of experience—the positive data 
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of the senses as against the negative or airy data of pure imagina¬ 
tion—^no progress could be made in understanding society. 

They would each have agreed, too, about the immodest 
claims they would make for social science. There was no general¬ 
ization too vast that could not be subjected to the test of scientific 
historical research. Thus they advanced massive theories of social 
transformation which consumed the energies of innumerable stu¬ 
dents for decades, especially in the case of Marx, whose general¬ 
izations have, of the three, longest held the interest of men. The 
very gargantuan nature of these laws of social change demon¬ 
strates the infinite confidence these theorists of the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury had in the ability of scientific reason not only to give under¬ 
standing but also to direct human efforts. 

Perhaps the most telling index of the state of mind during 
the last century consists of the theories of progress. These theories 
were essentially novel for western Europe. During the eighteenth 
century men did believe in human perfectibility but they did 
not view this as a genuinely developmental process. Instead, ed¬ 
ucation and reform were thought sufficient to improve mankind. 
This view of human change lacked the notion of transformation 
through time; it was static rather than historical, as though each 
man was solely the product of his experiences and owed nothing 
to the past, and as though each institution could be torn up by its 
roots and a new one planted in the old soil to grow entirely ac¬ 
cording to present plans. There was little sense of the role of 
history and of the force of the past in molding human institutions. 
There was the feeling, also a product of the scientific revolution, 
that men had only to decide on their wants, specify their ob¬ 
jectives, and social ingenuity could do the rest with little regard 
for custom. There was no lack of protestants to this view, for in 
spite of its utility as a weapon against an old social order, feud¬ 
alism, there were men of wisdom like Burke who saw that no age 
could entirely remake the world in its own image. But until the 
beginning of the nineteenth century, with exceptions like Burke, 
scientific reason interpreted society as though it could. 
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By the turn of the century, however, Burke’s insistence on 
the need for a look into the past was quickly absorbed by the 
very type of reasoning against which he himself declaimed. So¬ 
cial science turned to history as a new way of understanding so¬ 
ciety. And the optimism of scientific reason infected the historical 
method. The great optimism of science in the eighteenth century 
poured over into the next century and led men to substitute for 
the notion of human perfectibility the theory of human prog¬ 
ress. The steady advance of the physical sciences and the technol¬ 
ogy with which they were interrelated, together with the contin¬ 
uing utilitarian conviction that man was sufficiently reasonable 
to use his knowledge for his own advantage, that there was no a 
priori reason why men could not improve themselves without fore¬ 
seeable limit, led to the assumption that society must automatically 
evolve to a millennium in the not too distant future. Until nearly 
the end of the century progress served as a fundamental and 
pervasive hypothesis in social research. 

The age was so ecstatic with its own presumed success in 
the use of science that it seemed that progress occurred not sim¬ 
ply as a matter of chance or as a reward for continued labor 
judiciously applied, but as the automatic outcome of a rationally 
ordered world. In a sense scientific reason was used to demon¬ 
strate its own helplessness. In Comte’s theories, for example, the 
laws of social change work inexorably; each country in western 
Europe must pass through the three stages. And in Marx’s sci¬ 
entific socialism, until modem Marxist modifications corrected 
an obvious intrusion in his thinking of the mood of the nineteenth 
century,^ we find the same conviction. Given human nature as 
Marx saw it, socialism could not be avoided as the culmination of 
social evolution from primitive to industrial communism. 

' See L. D. Trotsky’s law of combined development in his History of 
the Russian Revolution (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1932), 3 vols., esp. 
Vol. I, pp. 6-15, 50-1. Here Trotsky amends Marx’s law of social develop¬ 
ment, to indicate that historical change can jump stages. However, Trotsky 
in this period still assumed the inevitability of socialism. Later, after the rise 
of Hitler, he became willing to acknowledge a reversion to barbarism as an 
alternative. Retrogression then became possible. 
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Although it had discovered the natural tendency towards 
progress, social science did not deny itself a further, useful role. 
The task of scientific reason quickly became one of discovering 
the exact course of this development and the means with which 
best to smooth the path. The direction and movement was pre¬ 
determined by the nature of man in society, but the rate of de¬ 
velopment still depended on the extent of conscious human effort. 
In a sense, the very rationality of the world was sweeping man 
along to a fate whose approach he not only welcomed but, by his 
own rational efforts, encouraged. Optimism in the fruits of hu¬ 
man reason could have achieved no greater heights. 


2. The Blighted Hope 

Contrast now the optimism of the nineteenth century 
with the often-observed pessimism of our own age; this will offer 
a clue to understanding the present concerted attack against the 
use of scientific method in the social sciences. Today we have lost 
faith in the ability of men to use scientific reason for the common 
welfare. Scientific method is no longer associated with social 
good. This pessimism is easily illustrated by a simple, even though 
it be an extremely hypothetical, example. Suppose Hiroshima 
had been gutted by an atomic bomb in the middle of the nine¬ 
teenth century. Suppose too at that time, that the only set of 
blueprints for the manufacture of fissionable atomic material had 
accidentally fallen into the hands of the average informed lay¬ 
man. To the extent that he expressed the spirit of his age, there 
can be no doubt that he would have returned them to the officials 
originally responsible for them. He could have experienced little 
doubt that in spite of the disastrous military potentials of atomic 
energy the kind of human beings he imagined his fellow men to 
be would never permit the energy to be used for anything but 
beneficent purposes. 

Today we are no longer certain what the layman might 
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have done with the blueprints after the first reports of Hiroshima 
and especially at the conclusion of the Pacific war. It is not in¬ 
conceivable that if he, too, were representative of the mood of our 
age he would ponder into the small hours of the night the de¬ 
sirability of destroying the blueprints, in spite of their potential 
value as an irreplaceable aid to human welfare. He would doubt 
whether men were sufficiently rational in their outlook to con¬ 
ciliate their conflicts so as to bring about that harmony necessary 
if the knowledge was not to be used for self-destructive purposes. 
In fact, six months after Hiroshima, when the magnitude of the 
damage and suffering had been movingly reported by John Her- 
sey,2 I put the hypothetical problem to a number of people; 
a sizable percentage would have destroyed the blueprints on the 
grounds that it is better to live and deny ourselves the productive 
fruits of atomic energy than to seek our immediate improvement 
but risk our ultimate annihilation. 

At this level of common popular experience we no longer 
trust ourselves and our friends, let alone our foes. In the last 
century, whatever misgivings one might have had about the com¬ 
petence of political leaders and whatever suspicions one might 
have entertained about the enemies of his country, there was 
nevertheless a strong feeling that all nations in western Europe, 
at least, belonged to one family, the family of nations, as it was 
actually called. One at least knew what to expect in dealings 
with others. In contacts with western Europeans a person could 
normally trust others to live by a customary code of conduct under¬ 
written by good reason. Today it is commonplace to recognize the 
loss of this consensus and harmony. 

This pessimistic mood reveals itself in innumerable ways, 
especially in the thoughtways of our time. Large parts of the in¬ 
tellectual world, at least, are no longer in agreement with the 
nineteenth century that the world is rationally ordered. In fact, 
with the development of the schools of logical positivism, some 
philosophers have retreated entirely from the question, arguing 

* Hiroshima (New York: Knopf, 1946). 
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that it is impossible to tell not only what the real world is like, 
but even whether there is such a thing as a real world. All we can 
say, these philosophers argue, is that we order something we call 
experience in terms of certain categories and this seems to help 
us understand our present experiences and explain our future 
ones. 

Others, highly sensitive to the latest developments in phys¬ 
ics, suggest that since the behavior of each neutron is now con¬ 
ceived to be indeterminate, there is no real order even in the 
physical world. Hence it is we who impose order on the external 
world. In this way the crisis of indeterminacy in physics has trans¬ 
ferred itself to the social world. It has undermined the nineteenth- 
century belief in a rationally ordered, palpable world whose exist¬ 
ence had come to be accepted. Such new philosophies as these 
have proved sufficiently unsettling to suggest that a transition is 
in process to some new kind of synthesis. In the meanwhile they 
reflect and in turn contribute to the loss of faith in a rationally or¬ 
dered world whose order men need simply discern with their own 
scientific reason. 

Political philosophy similarly gives evidence of this less opti¬ 
mistic mood. Our century has given up the illusion that progress 
is inevitable. There is, first, the humanistic feeling that scientific 
development, cither social or physical, docs not always lead to 
desirable moral effects. This strand of feeling was not missing in 
the nineteenth century, but it has become ubiquitous in our 
thought today. What was a matter of protest in the last century is 
today generally accepted. Today, too, not only is the conception 
of progress challenged but for the past fifty years social scientists 
have devoted considerable efforts to proving that no one can le¬ 
gitimately state, in terms of any one set of moral standards, that 
progress is either inevitable or even highly probable. Students 
such as Pareto or Sorokin have undertaken to demonstrate, as a 
sounder hypothesis, that social change fluctuates aimlessly. Each 
historian today has his own view as well, but whatever the vari¬ 
egated theories may be, it would only be the egregious excep- 
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tion who would any longer believe in the inevitability of progress. 
The future looks too dark and forbidding. 

The disproportionate emphasis on violence in the twen¬ 
tieth century also stands witness to our polar distance from the 
previous age. Behind new attitudes towards violence lies the dis¬ 
enchantment with the old utilitarian theories of man as an essen¬ 
tially reasonable creature who would naturally use accumulated 
knowledge for his own improvement. There is a feeling that per¬ 
haps men will not necessarily do the right thing at the right time 
and accordingly it may be necessary to resort to violence. What 
the rational theorists of the last three centuries had usually con¬ 
sidered to be the vice of violence, justifiably used only as a last 
resort, recent social doctrines have converted to a virtue. Vio¬ 
lence, to use Marx’s phrase, becomes the necessary midwife of 
social change. 

It is true that Marx had already preached such a theory 
of violence in the nineteenth century and others had accompanied 
him in this. But Marx did regret the necessity of its use. He did 
not glory in it for its own sake, nor did he see in it any other 
virtue than its instrumentality towards a new and higher form of 
social organization. But as contemporary problems begin to 
emerge, the mood changes. Violence changes from a weapon of 
last resort to a desirable therapy for an ailing civilization. Sorel 
expresses more than his own attitude in his Reflections on Vio¬ 
lence; he crystallized a growing sense of frustration that sought 
expression in violence, not only as a necessary outlet, but as a 
desirable one. Psychoanalysts have discovered this phenomenon 
in neurotic patients who find violent action a release for their 
sense of insecurity. In a similar way, while all of us deplored 
both world wars, a search of our innermost attitudes would con¬ 
firm the suspicions of the psychoanalyst that war did not lack its 
fascination and gratifications. 

This changed conception of the nature of progress and 
the emerging role that violence has begun to play in social action 
demonstrates, in contrast to the last three hundred years, the 
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pessimism about the usefulness of reason that has permeated our 
age. It is of slow growth but it unmistakably denotes a marked 
change in social outlook. 


3. Flight from Reason 

Today this pessimism is mirrored in the increasing de¬ 
pendence that social thinkers place upon arousing emotions and 
upon the authority of tradition. Let us look in turn at each of 
these two attitudes towards life that are gradually displacing the 
earlier rational approach. 

In arguing, not without justification, that scientific reason¬ 
ing is unable to show the way to the solution of all our social 
problems, especially moral ones, the critics of scientific method 
have insisted upon the need for a revival of an emotional attach¬ 
ment to high spiritual ideals. It has frequently been observed that 
the contemporary loss or confusion of faiths by which men live 
has been hastened by the growth of scientific reasoning in the 
natural and social sciences. The fact that natural science taught 
men to look to experience for the moral basis of life left them 
with little but a faith in the hard, impersonal facts of observa¬ 
tion. To the contemporary sceptics of science this is no faith at 
all. It lacks the warm touch of emotion and the constantly elusive 
but alluring spirituality out of which, it is often felt, an appealing 
faith must be constructed. 

In part, this desire for greater spirituality finds its outlet 
in the existing movement back to theology; institutional religion 
has profited in membership and popularity from the disillusion¬ 
ment with scientific reason in the last few decades. But not all 
critics of science turn to revelation. Others see the need to arouse 
in men once again broad, secular emotions which fire them with 
a sense of purpose and collective unity, a “culture religion”* 

• R. H. Gabriel, The Course of American Democratic Thought (New 
York: Ronald Press, 1940), p. 385. 
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rather than a theology. For them scientific reason has failed and 
by its nature must fail to instill a passion for purpose in human 
behavior. They seek to revive religion in the sense in which Rous¬ 
seau wrote when he appealed for the need of civil faith or a secular 
myth to weld the political unity. 

The novelty of this appeal to unreason cannot be mini¬ 
mized. At one time, in the nineteenth century in particular, it 
was thought that men could be moved to action by an appeal to 
the reasonableness and rationality of a new purpose. John Stuart 
Mill could argue for the support of democratic government on the 
grounds that it had fewer defects than other political forms and, 
therefore, any rational person could see at once that it offered 
a more promising social order. His epoch sought to subject to 
logic and clear analysis all possible questions and in this way 
placed its hope in rationality. 

The sweet reason and rational standards of his epoch, 
however, are vanishing from contemporary political appeals. In 
their place the ardent democrat now feels within the temper of 
the times if he strives to stir up the less rational currents of ac¬ 
tion. For him, “the essence of the [democratic] formula is faith.” ^ 
If dictatorial regimes, like fascism, could establish themselves on 
the foundations of secular unreason, then, by deed if not by con¬ 
scious decision, the democrat seems to say that democracy too 
ought to avail itself of the blind faith of which the people seem 
capable. The flight is from a political order, sought for its ra¬ 
tional conformity to social and individual purposes, to an order 
founded upon a myth and maintained through the periodic re¬ 
vitalization of this myth. Democracy is to outbid its competitors in 
appealing to passion. Patient instruction in the virtues of a dem¬ 
ocratic social order for serving accepted purposes, until truth be¬ 
comes firmly rooted conviction, is displaced by quick persuasion, 
through the arts of propaganda, in the virtues of a myth. 

* Ibid., p. 382; sec also W. A. Orton, The Liberal Tradition (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1945), and R. M. Maclver, The Web of 
Government (New York: Macmillan, 1947). 
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The movement away from a rational attitude and towards 
emotion-laden myth has crept upon democratic theory in unob¬ 
trusive silence. Traditionalism, on the other hand, voices its des¬ 
pair with social science in firm, confident tones. It deliberately 
defends a kind of social blindness, a belief in the virtues of the 
intuitive art of the statesman as against the conscious delibera¬ 
tions of the social scientist. A foremost representative today ap¬ 
pears in the Cambridge Journal, which is published, ironically, 
under the editorship of a man recently a member of the faculty at 
Cambridge University and now at the London School of Eco¬ 
nomics and Political Science—schools that owe their reputation in 
considerable measure to their association with the development 
of science and scientific method. 

The main theme of traditionalism is simple and direct. 
The critical ailment of Western civilization since the Renaissance 
is its rationalism, which has led to the conviction that controlled 
reason alone can bring about an understanding of all significant 
political relations’. It implies, so the argument runs, that each 
person or leader or class is equally competent as long as he has 
learned all the techniques that the science of society can teach 
him. Michael Oakeshott, the editor and a leading representative 
of this point of view on the Journal, sees this attitude as the 
source of our social failures today.''* Reason, he holds, must yield 
to the greater wisdom of prejudice, tradition, and accumulated 
experience knowable largely through history. Knowledge of po¬ 
litical life is obtained through the act of politics, not by learning 
from books, and at most from the history of acts, not from the 
other social sciences. 

There are few social theories that do not show some in¬ 
sight into the problems they seek to solve, and neither emotional¬ 
ism nor traditionalism is entirely without merit. But aside from 
the truth or shortcomings of these positions, the point here is that 
these schools of thought are not isolated in a hostile intellectual 

“ M. Oakeshott, “Rationalism in Politics,” 1 Cambridge Journal 
(1947), 81-98, 145-57. 
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environment. Rather, they express and enlarge the sentiment that 
has been growing up over the last few generations. They convey 
the endemic disappointment of our period at the failure of the 
rational attitude, associated with social science, to keep us from 
the edge of the abyss upon which the world at the moment seems 
to be poised. Whether or not the social sciences are genuinely to 
blame for this outcome is not the question. What is important is 
that in a mood of despair people do place blame on scientific 
reason and the outlook associated with it; they seek to escape 
from its authority and use. Scientific reason as it is used to under¬ 
stand social life is made responsible for the unresolved dilem¬ 
mas of our own day. 

The crisis in method to which this disillusionment has led 
is especially apparent in the field of political science. Although at 
various periods in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries students 
of political life sought to identify themselves with the youthful 
scientific movement in the social disciplines,® it has not been until 
quite recently, with a few notable exceptions, that a limited num¬ 
ber of political scientists have undertaken to re-examine the con¬ 
ception of science^ in political research. In terms of a sophisticated 
understanding of the prerequisites for scientific research, political 
science is probably the last of the social sciences to feel the effects 
of scientific reason in its most developed form. Even though the 
movement towards more exacting standards of inquiry has as 
yet gained little momentum in political research, because it is a 
recent development it has had a curious reception from the main 
body of political scientists. Efforts are being made to introduce 
the study of politics to rigorous scientific reasoning and investiga¬ 
tion at the very time that the honeymoon enchantment with sci- 

• See, for example, W. W. Willoughby, “The Value of Political Philos¬ 
ophy,” 15 Political Science Quarterly (1900), 75-95, esp. p. 81. 

^ See the early work of G. K. G. Callin, A Study of the Principles of 
Politics (New York: Macmillan, 1930); the recent attempt of H. D. Lasswell 
and A. Kaplan to systematize empirical political hypotheses in their Power 
and Society (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1950); and H. Simon, Ad¬ 
ministrative Behavior (New York: Macmillan, 1947) which develops a 
theory for the field of administration. 
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entific method has passed away in the other social sciences. At 
the very time that an attempt is being made to introduce a more 
exact conception of science into the study of politics, many social 
scientists and philosophers have begun to grow extremely cold 
and sceptical about its effectiveness in social research as a whole. 
In all social research a forceful challenge has gone out about the 
use of this method and its goals. As a result, the question of the 
adequacy of rigorous method for political research has become 
bound up with the problem of its fruitfulness for social science as 
a whole. 

It is, therefore, only through an analysis of this social 
mood that the origin of the problem of method can be understood. 
In the heyday of men’s enchantment with reason there could be 
little occasion for a serious general questioning of the fundamental 
basis upon which social research was being carried out. But 
once the underlying props had disappeared, it was inevitable that 
the method of social science, dependent as it was on a firm con¬ 
viction about tlK* use of reason, should be subject to relentless 
attack. Despair about the use and the fruits of reason, the hall¬ 
mark of our epoch, has bred disillusionment with scientific 
method. Where complete disillusionment has not set in, it has at 
least led to a hostile examination and appraisal of this method 
as it appears in the social sciences. 

The kind of criticism now being lodged against the use of 
scientific reasoning in social research demonstrates clearly the in¬ 
timate connection between such criticism and this mood of our 
age. Social science in the nineteenth century laid itself open to 
the charge that it sought to warrant human goals by reference to 
empirical evidence. Indeed, even today implicit in much social 
research we find the suggestion that the facts, once discovered, 
will themselves suggest the kind of political or social life men 
ought to lead. In a subsequent chapter I shall explore more fully 
the need to assume that scientific reasoning cannot determine 
what values we ought to hold. But contemporary criticism passes 
beyond this justified correction. It seeks to show the impossibility 
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of discovering generalizations about human activity that corres¬ 
pond in universality and durability to the laws of the natural sci¬ 
ences. 

Our own epoch has, therefore, increasingly turned away 
from confidence in the usefulness of a rational outlook to help 
solve the problems of the world. In the more limited area of the 
social sciences this mood is reflected in a declining conviction 
about the ability of reason to help us understand social life in the 
way it has aided us with the physical world. Although in the past 
the claims of social science had never been wholly accepted with¬ 
out challenge, today the doubts are increasing in scope and in¬ 
tensity. Even social scientists themselves have begun to respond 
so faithfully to the new temper of the times that they too show an 
increasing willingness to admit the presence of hitherto unad¬ 
mitted kinds of limitations within scientific method. 


4. The Self-Fulfilling and Self-Denying Prophecy 


Attention to a crucial limitation which some social sci¬ 
entists^ now claim to see in the use of scientific method will point up 
the extreme degree to which the general loss of confidence in rea¬ 
son has been carried today. It has led to deep misgivings about 
the ability of social science to perform its fundamental task, 
namely, to diseover reliable, universal knowledge about social 
phenomena. Not that lesser problems are entirely ignored. There 
is a derivative distrust in such matters as the techniques that so¬ 
cial scientists use for making their obervations or the terminology 
they employ in describing their data. The most sophisticated crit- 

"Scc, for example, F. Knight, Ethics of Competition (New York: 
Harper, 1935); R. Anshen, Science and Man (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 
1942); H. Morgenthau, Scientific Man vs. Power Politics (Chicago: Univer¬ 
sity of Chicago Press, 1946). In defense of science against scientism, see 
R. Bendix, Social Science and the Distrust of Reason (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 1951). 
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ics, however, are not particularly concerned with such problems. 
The latter are considered peripheral and incidental to the main 
issue: Can the kind of knowledge which the social sciences seek 
through the rigorous logic and rules of science ever be obtained? 

The argument is that reliable theoretical knowledge, the 
kind that all science, social and natural, must ultimately seek, is 
simply not attainable. There are no laws describing social inter¬ 
action to be discovered. The goals of scientific reasoning in rela¬ 
tion to society are thus a chimera; such reasoning must in the end 
expose its own hollowness. 

Clearly, if true, this criticism would succeed in reducing 
the usefulness of scientific method to the most limited proportions. 
The purpose of scientific rules of procedure is to make possible 
the discovery of highly generalized theory about any given kind of 
empirical phenomena. If such generalizations are by the nature 
of things unattainable, then a general theory of politics, much less 
a science of society, could of course never be achieved. It is 
therefore worth while pausing for a moment over this presumed 
limitation to indicate the extent to which the answers to the issues 
it raises flow, not from the evidence, but from the social mood 
within which the criticism is raised. 

One of the forms that this criticism often takes has been 
quite appropriately called the law of the self-fulfilling or self- 
denying prophecy. According to this criticism social laws must in¬ 
evitably be less permanent than physical laws. Enduring general¬ 
izations about social action can never be made. All theories must 
be of temporary and usually short duration. The reason for this 
is simply that once the social law becomes known, the individual 
can and may change his behavior in such a way as to destroy the 
validity of the generalization. Every time we offer a prediction 
based upon a theory of human behavior or state a law of social 
action, knowledge of this so-called law and the prophecies or pre¬ 
dictions flowing from it, when known by the actors in the situation, 
become new factors in the situation and must change the out- 
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come.^ As W. B. Munro put it in his presidential address to the 
American Political Science Association: “Every increase in the 
knowledge of human nature results at once in a modification of 
human nature; hence it is rather optimistic to hope that social 
psychology will ever point us the way of explaining, much less con¬ 
trolling, the actions of men in the body politic.” 

This criticism is a generalized version of a very common 
phenomenon which R. K. Merton has called the “self-fulfilling 
prophecy.” As he describes it, our actions are influenced by the 
way in which we define a situation. We predict a certain outcome 
and the very fact of the prediction then becomes another element 
in the definition of the situation and thus may guarantee the 
emergence of the anticipated results. But without the prediction, 
the results might never have occurred. 

Assume that on the basis of a social generalization that 
“wartime Presidents are always ousted at the cessation of hostil¬ 
ities,” we predict the defeat of a certain President in a forthcoming 
election. If this prediction is believed widely enough it may well 
so convince people of the inevitability of this event, that they will 
vote the incumbent candidate out of office. Knowledge of the law 
is itself a factor in the situation and helps to lead to confirmation 
of the law. This is a case of the self-fulfilling prediction. 

The contrary may similarly be true, so the adherents to 
this position maintain. Knowledge of a social generalization may 
lead people to act contrary to the behavior described and related 
in the generalization itself. We may conclude, for example, as 
GosnelP“ did in an early study, that an impartial non-partisan ap- 

”This criticism of social science has become associated with some 
kinds of American pragmatism. See J. Dewey, The Public and Its Problems 
(Chicago: Gateway Books, 1946; first published, 1927), pp. 196-9; and also 
C. M. Perry, “Knowledge as a Basis for Reform,” 45 International Journal 
of Ethics (1935), 253-81. 

'"W. B. Munro, “Physics and Politics—An Old Analogy Revised,” 
22 American Political Science Review (1928), 1-11, on p. 8. 

“ R. K. Merton, “The Self-Fulfilling Prophecy,” 8 Antioch Review 
(1948), 193-210. 

“H. F. Gosnell, Getting Out the Vote (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1927). 
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peal to an electorate will serve to increase the number of voters. 
Once this generalization becomes known, consciousness on the part 
of the voters that they are being appealed to in this way may 
well negate the effect of the appeal and the generalization will 
lose its validity. This can be called a case of the self-denying 
prophecy. The fact of predicting that non-partisan stimulation of 
voting will lead to increased voting serves to destroy the efficacy 
of such a measure. 

This version of the limitation on discovering valid and 
universal social generalizations or theories seems to throw social 
science into a state of confusion. A generalization can be expected 
to maintain its validity only so long as it does not become part of 
the common culture. It can describe the way people behave only 
while they are ignorant of it, while it is not part of their definition 
of their situation. 

But there is even worse to come. Suppose that we phrase 
our generalization in such a way that it takes into account the ef¬ 
fect of knowledge of the situation. The statement could then be 
made that wartime Presidents are voted out of office when people 
are convinced that this law is true. But this rephrasing of the gen¬ 
eralization does not materially help us out of the difficulty. It sim¬ 
ply throws us one stage further back. We are now confronted with 
the need to determine the effect on voting behavior of the new 
generalization. That is, how will people respond under the new 
conditions in which they are convinced of the validity of the 
proposition that “wartime Presidents are voted out of office when 
people are convinced of the truth of the law.” It is obvious that 
this kind of reasoning could be pushed back at each stage in an 
infinite regress of effects. Like the limitless vista of images on two 
opposed mirrors, knowledge of each revised generalization pro¬ 
duces a new condition which must be taken into account and 
results in a new set of circumstances to be considered—and so 
forth to infinity. 

This theory of the effect of our definition of the situation 
on subsequent behavior fundamentally challenges the social sci- 
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ences. It is clear that Merton does not carry his argument this far. 
He uses it for other purposes, to strengthen rather than to under¬ 
mine the use of scientific method in the social sciences. But as 
elaborated by others, this theory appears to deny the possibility of 
stating universally valid propositions. This is not true, of course, 
in the natural sciences. There the mere fact of prediction has no 
influence on the occurrence of an event. In astronomy, for exam¬ 
ple, a prediction of the time, character, and course of a solar 
eclipse does not influence the behavior of the sun, earth, or other 
heavenly bodies. In society, since men have consciousness they 
will presumably alter their behavior in the light of their knowl¬ 
edge of the way they are said to behave. 

The assumption underlying this mode of reasoning is not 
difficult to locate. When the theory of the self-fulfilling prophecy 
is used to prove the impossibility of discovering anything but 
temporary principles of behavior, there lurks behind this theory 
what is really a curious conception of free will. In effect it sug¬ 
gests that men can change their behavior, if not at will, at least 
whenever there is introduced whatever knowledge social science 
has to offer about a situation. Once men know what social science 
has to say about their behavior then presumably this factor will 
be of sufficient importance to change their subsequent behavior 
materially. As suggested, this would lead to such a degree of in¬ 
determinacy in behavior as to nullify any attempts at discovering 
enduring social generalizations. Social science would be reduced 
to uttering opinions or principles which in time, as they spread 
throughout the community, would gradually lose their truthful¬ 
ness. 

This conception of the character of scientific generaliza¬ 
tions about social life stems from a misunderstanding of the na¬ 
ture of social theory. When we say that a social law is universal 
we are merely stating elliptically that one class of events is re¬ 
lated to another class under specified conditions. Behind Gos- 
nell’s generalization, for example, there lies the unstated premise 
that non-partisan appeal stimulates voting, given two conditions. 
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namely, the kind of people or “human nature” we have in the 
United States at this particular time and ignorance of the gen¬ 
eralization itself. This generalization is definitely restricted to time 
and place; it is culture-bound. This raises a more general prob¬ 
lem of social science which we shall discuss fully in a moment. 
The universality of Gosnell’s generalization is not limited, how¬ 
ever, as long as we recognize that the hypothesis, to be complete, 
should include the two specified conditions under which it is valid. 
All Gosnell has really been saying is that, under the given condi¬ 
tions, it is impossible for people to escape the influence of a 
certain kind of voting stimulus. 

There are other kinds of hypotheses, however, the validity 
of which does not depend on the knowledge or ignorance of those 
to whom they apply. Certain consequences of the division of la¬ 
bor, for example, cannot be avoided, however widely they may 
be advertised. The fact of ensuing industrialism is a result that no 
amount of human knowledge can alter, as long as a division of 
labor prevails. And the consequence of accompanying techno¬ 
logical change has been equally inescapable, given the condition 
that society early decided to intervene only peripherally in the 
whole process of industrialization. Once knowledge of the elTects 
of urban concentration and industrialism has been dispersed 
throughout the population, it does little to change the relation¬ 
ship between industrialism and urban concentration. Indeed, we 
have known of this relationship for a long time, we have deplored 
the results, and yet we have not been able to change them by any 
mental tour de force. The generalization still prevails that undi¬ 
rected industrialization leads to vast congregation of human be¬ 
ings in small areas. It is so elementary a proposition that, like the 
medical axiom that survival requires nutriments, we seldom 
bother to identify it as an important premise in our thought. 

We must, of course, be careful to distinguish between the 
existence of an invariant relation between events and the avoid¬ 
ance of the results of a certain event. For example, in the natural 
sciences, it is known that because of gravity and the various laws 
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of tension, a bridge made of specified materials will bear only a 
certain weight. This is a result of inescapable laws of matter. But 
if we wish the bridge to carry a greater weight, we can avoid a 
collapse of the bridge by using the same laws to build a stronger 
structure. Similarly, meteorology provides us with certain gener¬ 
alizations about the behavior of the atmosphere. If we dislike 
the results of the operation of the atmospheric laws, we have 
found that we need not accept them fatalistically; seeding of 
clouds, however doubtful its success, does hold out some promise 
of avoiding a few of the effects of the weather. Here we use our 
knowledge of atmospheric laws, not to change them, but to alter 
their effects. We change our behavior without thereby destroying 
the validity of our generalizations. 

Similarly, in the social sciences we can expect to find gen¬ 
eralizations that will continue to be true in spite of our awareness 
of them and yet will stimulate us into changing our behavior. 
Knowledge of such generalizations can help us modify the con¬ 
ditions of external existence. To use the previous illustration, in¬ 
dustrialism need not force us into what we consider to be the 
evils of urban life. Knowing what the effects of undirected indus¬ 
trial development are, we can use relevant generalizations to 
help construct a new pattern of life. The relation between undi¬ 
rected industrialization and urbanism is still valid; we simply need 
to change the conditions by introducing guided industrialization to 
avoid some of the undesirable results. Zoning laws, housing pro¬ 
grams, and industrial decentralization are in a very small way at¬ 
tempts to do just this. Here we seek to improve conditions of 
life without however thereby destroying the truth of the initial 
generalization. 

1 am not suggesting that awareness of a presumed social 
generalization will, in all circumstances, have no effect on its own 
subsequent validity. Certainly, some propositions about human ac¬ 
tions will be stated which, when known, will materially alter the 
behavior of the actors. The task of social science here is twofold. 
First, it must be able to identify and distinguish such principles 
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from the more enduring social theories, knowledge of which makes 
little difference to their continued truth. And second, it must dis¬ 
cover the way in which the definition of the situation, especially 
when some presumed social law is involved, actually does change 
behavior. This second line of research, which Merton supports 
and which was the occasion for his discussion of the self-fulfilling 
prophecy, obviously should lead to a kind of theory which, even 
when known, would have little effect on its own validity. 

The extent to which such universal and enduring theories, 
patterned after but not slavishly aping the laws of the natural 
sciences, can be discovered is less a matter of certainty than of 
expectation growing out of the whole philosophy of the social sci¬ 
ences. If we continue in the long tradition of the social sciences 
there is no doubt that we shall be more likely to find reason for 
believing that such generalizations can be discovered than if we 
fall victim to the social pessimism characteristic of our period. 
There is grave danger that the wish will father the conclusion and 
the search for such enduring theories will be aborted. 


5. Culfure-Bound Science 

The argument that it is impossible to discover valid theo¬ 
retical social knowledge of the kind found in the natural sciences 
frequently appears in a second major form. Some social scientists 
would argue that, at most, political science, like its sister disci¬ 
plines, can hope only to discover principles of politics true for a 
particular time and place. These principles must lack the univer¬ 
sality we associate with theories of science.At first sight what 
seems like a potent argument is advanced. The kind of human 
beings we are depends on the culture in which we live. As the 
culture changes so do our natures. Therefore any generalizations 

See, for example, the work of Karl Mannheim, especially Ideology 
and Utopia (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1949) and Man and Society in an 
Age of Reconstruction (London: Kegan Paul, 1940). 
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are true only under the particular conditions of the culture 
At time T under conditions P, X is related to Y. This would be the 
abstract way of expressing a social generalization. But since T 
is always changing and P, the culture, is never the same from 
decade to decade, what is true of the way people behave today 
will not be true tomorrow. 

Essentially this is what John Stuart Mill was hinting at in 
the first half of the nineteenth century when he suggested that in 
order to lay down laws of social change and interaction it would 
be necessary first to develop the science of ethology, a science cal¬ 
culated to reveal the influence of national character, or national 
sub-culture as we might call it today, on the behavior of people 
within each nation.^® If Mill and contemporary critics are correct, 
then it would be impossible to find anything but very limited so¬ 
cial uniformities restricted to a particular kind of human nature 
at a particular time. Social generalizations would be in constant 
flux, not because with the development of social science they were 
gradually being improved and strengthened in their validity, but 
because as the culture changes, the old principles would of ne¬ 
cessity yield to new ones. The changing social environment, op¬ 
erating on the plastic nature of man, is constantly creating people 
who respond differently to similar situations. Accordingly, what 
was true of human reactions in the past need no longer be true 
today. This means that it is hopeless to seek enduring generaliza¬ 
tions about society. At most, such generalizations would be rules 
of thumb to guide policy-makers in each epoch, and the rules of 
one generation would be of limited value for the policy-makers of 
the next. 

This criticism does possess considerable strength. In a 
sense it is a sophisticated elaboration of the self-fulfilling prophecy 
kind of argument. Each prediction contributes to change in the 

Early in the nineteenth century G. C. Lewis distinguished truly 
universal from culture-bound generalizations. See his A Treatise on the 
Methods of Observation and Reasoning in Politics (London: J. W. Parker 
and Son. 1852), Vol. H, pp. 25, 87-115. 

“ J. S. Mill, A System of Logic, Book VI, chapter 5. 
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culture and, accordingly, under changed conditions people behave 
somewhat dilfercntly. Furthermore, an honest appraisal of the 
generalizations in most of the social sciences today must show that 
in large measure they are of just this historically conditioned na¬ 
ture. 

Economists and political scientists, to choose only two 
disciplines, have consistently felt that their conclusions applied 
to all peoples everywhere. But increasingly economists are realiz¬ 
ing that their laws of supply and demand are valid only in our 
contemporary culture^® and that it is possible to find cultures in 
which, under conditions of otherwise perfect competition, con¬ 
stant prices will be maintained even when supply falls off sharply. 
A people more bound to customary modes of living than we are 
in the West, will look askance at a society that permits its prices 
to fluctuate with the supply and demand. In economics the as¬ 
sumptions with regard to the motivations of human activity reflect 
not a general psychological theory of the way human beings be¬ 
have but largely the way in which Western people were thought to 
behave. Economic theory is culturally conditioned at least to this 
extent. 

Similarly, in political science the small body of rigorous 
generalizations that we may have applies to the way in which hu¬ 
man beings act in our own culture. Numerous authors discern 
in the search for power a universal trait of mankind; but even if 
this theory were true, it would at most be true of Western culture 
and the Western character structure. It is possible, however, to 
discover even among subgroups within our own culture and cer¬ 
tainly in exotic societies patterns of behavior which deny power 
as a primary drive in political life. 

Not only statements concerning motivations but also most 
generalizations in political science arc limited to a particular cul¬ 
ture. Without seeking to make invidious comparisons among 

"•R. Firth, Primitive Polynesian Economy (London: Routledge, 
1939); E. Heimann, Communism, Fascism or Democracy (New York: 
Norton. 1938), pp. 53 ff. 
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fields of political research, it is clear that most of the propositions 
in public administration are derived from a study of Western 
civilization, especially within recent times. Virtually ignored are 
the administrative experiences of exotic and other non-Western 
cultures; even the experiences in historically earlier variations of 
Western culture, such as medieval administration, have received 
too little attention. 

To this extent, then, the critics are right. Much of social 
science is culture-bound. Although theories are thus limited to¬ 
day, it does not follow that they must so remain. Once we 
become aware of the fact that most generalizations are valid, if 
at all, within the limits of a particular cultural situation, it be¬ 
comes necessary to define this culture more carefully and to sep¬ 
arate the truly universal propositions from the more limited ones. 
A beginning has been made^"^ but social science at present re¬ 
quires that a conscious and concerted effort be exerted to extract 
from available data those generalizations that apply to other cul¬ 
tures as well. If none do apply, then special study must be made 
of other cultures to find theories that are truly universal. It is still 
far too early to draw any definite conclusions from the research 
executed or under way. But the studies show so much promise 
that it would indeed take the prejudiced eye of the pessimist to 
deny the possibility of drawing together such cross-cultural theo¬ 
ries. 

An optimistic view of the development of social science 
would hold that a large number of generalizations, true for all 
cultures, will be discovered and will be useful in practical prob¬ 
lems in each particular culture. The argument that most gener¬ 
alizations today are true only within our own culture is not nec¬ 
essarily an argument against the development of a science of 
society. It is rather an exhortation for the need to develop a cross- 

See for example recent studies on character structure by E. Fromm, 
A. Kardiner, R. Linton, and D. Riesman; and a revealing volume on political 
systems in nonliterate societies by M. Fortes and E. E. Evans-Pritchard 
(eds.), African Political Systems (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1940 ). 
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cultural science or for the need to test theories which wc feel are 
true for our own culture against the behavior of people in other 
cultures. The fact that most generalizations are limited by time 
and place is simply an indication that until the last twenty-five 
years at most, the vast majority of social scientists were not aware 
of the need to check their theories with other cultures. Undoubt¬ 
edly the growing impact of social anthropology on the other so¬ 
cial sciences will lead the political scientist to recognize the need 
to take into consideration the experiences of other cultures. 

The disillusionment with scientific reasoning, especially 
in the search for theoretical knowledge, as suggested in these crit¬ 
icisms of social science, does not stem only from the intellectual 
movement against the use of reason. Broader cultural and polit¬ 
ical tendencies arc at work; the decline of confidence in reason is 
a manifestation as well as a contributing factor. Undoubtedly this 
decline also reflects a sense of frustration, after the sanguine ex¬ 
pectations of the nineteenth century, at the genuine limitations 
upon all social knowledge. It is clear now, as it was to the most 
thoughtful students in the last century, that certain kinds of social 
data, necessary for the discovery of generalizations, are unfor¬ 
tunately inaccessible. Because of the practice of secrecy in po¬ 
litical affairs, for example, vast areas of social information are 
denied the social scientist. Furthermore, social variables arc so 
numerous that not even all the social sciences could hope to be 
exhaustive in identifying and relating them. And finally, sci¬ 
entific reason excludes from its scope and skill the discovery of 
the kind of ultimate values a society ought to pursue. It thereby 
removes from its competence a crucial area in human affairs. 

But whatever the underlying sources of the growing mis¬ 
givings about the possibility of discovering universal generaliza¬ 
tions about society, there is manifest a tendency to turn away 
from reason to emotion and tradition. In the social sciences this 
has become associated with the tendency to deny the fruitfulness 
of searching for universally valid general knowledge. Without 
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bearing constantly in mind the fact that the mood of the day runs 
against trust in scientific reason, that in political science criticism 
rather than approval of scientific method and its cognitive objec¬ 
tives is almost imperceptibly becoming the criterion in many cir¬ 
cles for judging the worth of a study of method, the chapters that 
follow would lose much of their meanmg and cogency. 



Chapter 



The Condition of American Political Science 


As a result of this backwardness in what may 
be called the pure science of politics, there 
has been almost no applied science of 
government worthy of the name. 

William B. Munro 


The analysis in the preceding chapter has suggested that 
universal generalizations about social relations are possible and 
that the growing movement today to doubt their possibility is less 
an outgrowth of persuasive evidence than of a social mood. In 
this and the succeeding chapter I shall explore what appear to be 
reasons for the failure of political science to address itself di¬ 
rectly to the search for such valid and useful generalizations 
about political life. The conclusion will be that while there are 
individual exceptions in political science, as a discipline it has 
misconstrued the nature of the tools required for the attainment 
of reliable, generalized knowledge. For the necessary task of de¬ 
veloping verifiable theory, it has substituted the accumulation of 
facts and the premature application of this information to prac¬ 
tical situations. 


37 
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I. The Malaise of Political Science 

Since the Civil War, American political science has come 
a long way in company with other social sciences. In the last 
quarter of the nineteenth centuiy it was scarcely discernible as a 
separate teaching or research discipline.^ While there are no ex¬ 
act data on the number of college and university instructors de¬ 
voting most of their time to the study and teaching of politics, one 
author suggests that in 1900 they did not exceed a hundred.* 
As late as 1914 a typical large university offered at most twenty 
courses devoted to political science; and in a sample of three 
hundred universities and colleges, only thirty-eight maintained 
separate departments for the study of politics.^ 

Today the figures alone testify to the tremendous strides 
taken in political research. Full-time teachers of the subject ex¬ 
ceed a thousand and the number of teachers engaged in one way 
or another in teaching it reaches almost five thousand.^ It is not 
unusual to find the larger universities each offering thirty to forty 
courses in the subject. Certainly no university or college of repute 
could afford to be without an administratively independent de¬ 
partment of political science. This numerical strength of political 
science and its crystallization as a discipline are simply an index 
of the vast corps of workers now available for inquiry into the 
various aspects of domestic and international relations. Research 
has in fact ranged from the minute problems of personnel selec¬ 
tion for municipal government to the unbounded horizons of in¬ 
ternational conflict, and from the activity of the individual in local 
politics to the interaction of national collectivities in a world 
society. 

' A. Haddow, Political Science in American Colleges and Universitiet 
(New York: Appleton-Century, 1939). 

* W. Anderson, “Political Science Enters the Twentieth Century,” in 
A. Haddow, op. cit., chapter 14. 

* Ibid. 

* Report of the Committee for the Advancement of Teaching, Ameri¬ 
can Political Science Association, Goals for Political Science (New York: 
Sloane, 1951), p. xiv. 
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This wealth of accessible knowledge has helped to carry 
the political scientist into the turbulent stream of policy forma¬ 
tion. At the turn of the century, training in political science alone 
was seldom sufficient to bring an invitation from official public 
agencies for consultation. Statesmen, complained Lowell early in 
the century, do not turn to professors of political science for ad¬ 
vice.® Today the ties between national or state capitols and uni¬ 
versity circles are strong and numerous. The historic report of 
the President’s Committee on Administrative Management was al¬ 
most exclusively the work of specialists with formal training in 
political science; and the recent Hoover Commission on the Or¬ 
ganization of the Executive Branch of Government drew heavily 
upon their knowledge. The frustrating fact, for many political 
scientists, that their advice about means has often fallen on deaf 
ears is as much a commentary on the vagaries of policy conflicts 
within the political process as on the validity of the suggestions. 
It is true that with the exception of public administration, formal 
education in political science has not achieved the recognition in 
government circles accorded, say, economics or psychology.® Nev¬ 
ertheless, the demands made on political scientists during the re¬ 
cent war were heavy enough to raise the question in not a few 
universities as to where the immediate obligation of the teacher 
in political science lay, to his students or to his government. 

Yet, in spite of undeniable accomplishments, and in spite 
of the fact that every year there arc millions of valuable and tal¬ 
ented man-hours devoted to political research and its communica¬ 
tion to others, the condition of American political science is dis¬ 
turbing and disappointing, if not in absolute results at least in 
terms of what is possible. That it falls short of what is needed is 
not subject to dispute; that it has failed to maximize its inherent 
and available potentialities is a more controversial matter. 

® “Physiology and Politics,” Presidential Address to sixth annual 
meeting of American Political Science Association in 4 American Political 
Science Review (1910), 1-16. 

“ L. B. Sims, “Social Scientists in the Federal Services,” Public Policy 
(1940). 280-96. 
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To each generation its crucial political problems seem 
never to have been matched before; nevertheless, by any meas¬ 
ure, a civilization has seldom been faced with a crisis weighted 
with graver consequences than that confronting us today. In the 
face of an urgent need for some reliable knowledge as an aid in 
solving our perplexities, whatever the enthusiasm and admiration 
for the present accomplishments of political research, honesty 
would compel an unimpassioned observer to confess that the fund 
of political knowledge falls far short of what is required. Other 
social sciences can still offer little enough; the whole corpus of 
social research is at so early a stage in its growth. Over twenty 
years ago Frederic Ogg complained in a biting evaluation of the 
trends in social research that “the meagemess of first-rate Ameri¬ 
can contributions to philosophy, philology, political science . . . 
reveals the immaturity of our culture. Plenty of research work, of 
a kind, is all the time in progress. Quantitatively, there is little 
ground for complaint. But a considerable proportion of the studies 
undertaken are ill-planned, crudely executed, and barren of sig¬ 
nificant result.” Since that date great strides have been taken 
in the study of politics, but it lags far behind the other social 
sciences. 

If the condition of political science represented the ex¬ 
haustion of its present potentialities, then there would be little 
justification in voicing any concern about it. But comparison with 
the level of achievement of other social sciences demonstrates 
what political science could be doing. However much students of 
political life may seek to escape the taint, if they were to eaves¬ 
drop on the whisperings of their fellow social scientists, they 
would find that they are almost generally stigmatized as the least 
advanced. They could present society, they would hear, with at 
least a slice of bread but they offer it only a crumb. However 
hard this may fall on their ears, and however incendiary it may 
be to their professional pride, it must be the starting point for a 

^F. A. Ogg, Research in the Humanistic and Social Sciences (New 
York: Century, 1928), p. 17. 
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forthright, even though at times distressing, discussion of the 
present condition of political science. 

Political research has still to penetrate to the hard core of 
political power in society. Each revision or reaflirmation of social 
policy, if it is to be effective, must depend on reliable knowledge 
about the distribution of social power. Without this knowledge, 
there can be little assurance about the way in which political de¬ 
cisions will be formulated and about the degree to which, once 
adopted, they will be realized in practice. In spite of the in¬ 
tensive research activity of the last seventy-five years only lim¬ 
ited knowledge can as yet be offered on the fundamental dis¬ 
tribution of power among the basic social aggregates. Instead, in 
examining the way in which social groups interact in the crea¬ 
tion and execution of policy, there has been a pronounced in¬ 
clination in political research to assume the stability of the basic 
power pattern within which this interaction takes place. As a 
whole, political science has viewed the fundamental patterns of 
influence as given and has sought largely to trace the way in 
which the political process functions within this pattern. Not that 
it has disregarded the broader problem entirely, for there are 
numerous insights, supported with evidence in varying degrees, 
to suggest that the bulk of power lies with a political class, with 
the bureaucracy, or in some vague way with the people. But the 
energies of the discipline as a whole have not been given to de¬ 
veloping consistent and integrated research in order that it might 
identify the major variables affecting power relations and the 
significant kinds of data to be observed. Solutions to these prob¬ 
lems arc inescapable prerequisites for the description of the basic 
power distribution in society. 

However fashionable it may be today to talk about power 
and the power struggle, only occasionally have these lacunae in 
political research been observed. V. O. Key has complained that 
“the pattern of the allocation of values through politics has not 
been explored enough to permit ready collation for a study of 
politics as status [that] would furnish for a given moment a pic- 



42 / The Political System 

ture of the pattern of power and of the distribution of those ends 
or objectives that are gained through political power.”® But re¬ 
search still concentrates on the trees. 

Without reliable knowledge about the configurations of 
power, the determinants and knowable consequences of policy 
will continue to be vague and scientifically unforeseeable. Indeed, 
such is the state of political research that it is not uncommon to 
hear that many a Washington columnist has an intimate insight 
into and reliable knowledge of political life envied by most po¬ 
litical scientists. The same cannot be said about the businessman’s 
knowledge of economics or the visitor’s insights into a foreign 
culture as compared with the respective generalizations of the 
economist or the cultural anthropologist. Unless political research is 
able to throw some light on the sources and knowable conse¬ 
quences of policy to give a more reliable picture than the insight 
of the well-informed layman—in this case the politician, the ad¬ 
ministrator, and those, like top-level columnists or lobbyists, whose 
job it is to know—the existence of a special political discipline 
will indeed take a good deal of explaining. 

Not only is there a lack of knowledge about the locus of 
political power, but students of political life have also been prone 
to forget that the really crucial problems of social research are con¬ 
cerned with the patterns of change. No social institution is sta¬ 
tionary; it is in continuous, if at times imperceptible, change. 
The idea of stationary conditions is an artificial abstraction nec¬ 
essary only as a means for simplifying changing reality. Its 
value lies in the fact that ultimately we shall be able to explain 
how we get from one moment to another in history. Yet, in spite 
of the acceptance as axiomatic, of Heraclitus’s well-known prop¬ 
ositions about change, over the last seventy-five years politi¬ 
cal research has confined itself largely to the study of given con¬ 
ditions to the neglect of political change. 

Aside from a brief period in the twenties and thirties, 

®V. O. Key, Politics Parties and Pressure Groups (New York: 
Crowell, 1945), pp. 4-5. 
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when it was fashionable to study revolutions as climactic moments 
in a process of change, and with the further exception of a 
sporadic and minor interest in the genesis and course of political 
movements, political science has viewed its task as one of dis¬ 
covering how political institutions function today and what may 
happen in the immediate tomorrow. Although political scientists 
are taught to criticize fifth-century Greek thought for its danger¬ 
ous and indeed fatal search for the conditions of stability, it is a 
tragedy of contemporary research that it too stands committed to 
the investigation of similar conditions. In fact, the preoccupation 
of contemporary political research with stationary conditions has 
even graver consequences than the similar preoccupation of the 
Greeks. The critical inclinations of the latter stand in marked 
contrast to the strong predisposition in American political re¬ 
search to view the going political system as though, with all its 
avowed imperfections, it were the best of all possible practical 
worlds. For this reason it is in Candide’s tutor, Pangloss, not in 
the hypercritical Greeks, that we see the image in caricature of 
the modem political scientist. 

Political research was not always thus chained to the pres¬ 
ent. In the great age of liberal speculation and inquiry, especially 
in the early nineteenth century, the going political systems were 
always under the questioning semtiny of skeptical social philoso¬ 
phers. As the work of any of the prominent nineteenth-century 
social philosophers, such as Comte or Marx, illustrates, they 
were interested in projecting present trends into the future. They 
stood on top of their world to see what a new world might be 
like; this was the occasion for an abortive attempt to define the 
laws of social change. Today political research seldom transcends 
the frame of reference of its own age. However painful it may be 
to admit, political research leaves the impression that the study 
of the sources and the direction of basic change is not of great 
consequence or urgency. 

Furthermore, if we look at this research for its exactness 
of meaning and concreteness of reference, we find that here too it 
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is wanting. At the earliest stage in the growth of social science, 
the stage out of which we may hope it is now passing, proposi¬ 
tions are inevitably formulated as insights rather than as research 
statements. The initial identification of relevant variables and their 
relationships is always the work of a talented, uncurbed imagina¬ 
tion.® At this exploratory stage the important thing is to grope one’s 
way to a vague and not necessarily precise discovery of the vital 
elements and their connections, to obtain the insights. The activ¬ 
ity of the imagination here is largely a matter of art about which 
we know little^® and it is of course the difference between keen 
imagination and pedestrian perception that separates the great 
from the mediocre political scientist. But whatever talent the in¬ 
sights may mirror, the first stage in any social science is clearly 
that of discovery, without too much concern for the rigor of the 
formulation of the propositions or the precision of meaning of 
the concepts. 

When we look at the greater part of political research over 
the past several decades we cannot help but conclude that it shows 
evidence of still being in this earliest stage and what is disturbing, 
it seems to be perpetuating this condition today. It exerts little ef¬ 
fort to raise itself to the next stage. The major concepts, for ex¬ 
ample, are still frustratingly unclear. A science, it is often said, is 
as strong as its concepts; and if this is true, the vague, ill-defined 
concepts unfortunately so typical of research in political science 
reduce the discipline to a low position on a scale of maturity in the 
social scienccs.^^ It is the rule rather than the exception to find dif¬ 
ficulty in referring political concepts back to the things to which 
presumably they refer. 

®Cf. R. Redfield, “The Art of Social Science,” 54 American Journal 
of Sociology (1948), p. 181-90. 

“ That wc do know something, however, is the conclusion of R. W. 
Gerard, “The Biological Basis of Imagination,” 62 Scientific Monthly (1946), 
477-500. 

“This has been a recurring complaint, reflected in a comment by 
W. W. Willoughby at the beginning of the century. “In these days . . . ,” 
he wrote, “it is a reproach to any science that its essential terms should not 
have precise meanings; yet this is precisely the condition in which political 
science finds itself. . . .” ‘The Value of Political Philosophy,” p. 86. 
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Part of this difficulty results from the very scope of the 
terms. Concepts such as “dictatorship,” “class,” “sovereignty,” “re¬ 
sponsibility,” and the like convey such broad meanings that 
it is possible for a number of students to use them apparently with 
reference to the same social phenomena but in fact with reference 
to considerably different things. In other cases the concepts such as 
“freedom,” “liberty,” “equality,” “rights,” “democracy,” and so 
forth provide the additional difficulty of conveying both factual 
and distinctly evaluative meanings in research which presumably 
seeks to be primarily empirical. If, for empirical research, we de¬ 
fine a good concept as one that refers to an identifiable set of facts 
and that can be explained in terms of the operations needed to 
discover these facts, then a good part of the terminology used in 
political science falls far short of this standard. 

The imprecision of the concepts explains in large part the 
reasons why there are such differences about political generaliza¬ 
tions. With ambiguous terms the generalizations themselves be¬ 
come very broad and vaguely worded; the consequence is that 
definitive confirmation or invalidation for any given time is impos¬ 
sible. One set of political scientists can argue that planning and dic¬ 
tatorship are unalterably associated; another can demonstrate the 
contrary. One can maintain that the separation of powers acts as a 
restraint on political power; another can prove that it really makes 
possible the capricious and irresponsible exercise of power. It is 
possible to do for the whole of political science what one student 
has done for public administration; namely, to show that, like folk 
proverbs, for each principle supported by considerable evidence 
there is a contradictory one supportable by evidence of equal 
weight.*'* The result is that all too often wc have propositions, the 
subjects and predicates of which are so poorly defined that the 
meticulous student of politics finds it impossible to judge between 
conflicting statements. 

‘*See a recent preliminary attempt at clarifying this concept in 
H. Simon, D. Smithburg, and V. Thompson, Public Administration (New 
York: Knopf, 1950), p. 513. 

Simon, Administrative Behavior, chapter 2. 
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I do not intend these remarks to depreciate the value of 
existing political knowledge. On the contrary, traditional political 
science has attracted and continues to attract to its approach some 
of the brilliant minds of each generation. In consequence it could 
not help but offer penetrating insights into the nature of the politi¬ 
cal process and the operation of political institutions; nor could it 
fail to identify crucial variables that must be examined more sys¬ 
tematically. Twenty-five years ago such knowledge was at the fore¬ 
front of the social sciences. Today it is still vital. But political 
research has now reached a point where it is possible to take what 
are essentially insights, to refine them, and to began to examine 
them more rigorously. It is not a matter of discarding or spuming 
the results of what has come to be called traditional political re¬ 
search. It is a matter, wherever possible, of using the available 
knowledge as the point of departure for the next stage of devel¬ 
opment, namely, to increase its reliability. Knowledge of method for 
the study of human activity has now made it mandatory and feasi¬ 
ble, in preparation for this next period, to attack the problem of 
reformulating political knowledge with all the resources that 
can be spared or commanded, so that it becomes more easily 
verifiable. In this way it will become possible to determine which 
insights to reject or to accept as valid. 

The value of social science ultimately rests in its attempt 
to transcend ordinary insight by testing it, and where it proves er¬ 
roneous, by correcting it; and where, even when correct, it does 
not explain fully the phenomenon under semtiny, by penetrating 
to deeper levels of understanding. If the experience of some of the 
social sciences, such as economics or psychology, or of the natural 
sciences is a guide, research such as this ultimately demands the 
gradual creation of a new meaningful vocabulary, to be distin¬ 
guished from artificial and unnecessary jargon, the refinement of 
current concepts, and the development of special techniques for 
observing and reporting data, collating and testing them. 

The search for these indicia of scientific sophistication in 
the study of political life is in vain. Most works on politics do not 
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pass beyond the comprehension of the ordinary well-educated per¬ 
son, untutored in political science. This has a merit, of course, in 
that communication between the political scientist and his clients, 
usually governmental administrators or legislators, is not difficult 
because it requires no translation from technical to lay language. 
On the other hand, the sophistication and progress of a discipline 
varies in direct ratio to its technicality, and the virtue here of 
communicability appears as the obverse of a greater fault. 


2. The Source 


It is not difficult to see that political research is wanting in 
its substantive knowledge and in the formulation of the insights it 
does have. To what is this lack of progress due? One is in¬ 
clined to reply, with perhaps some exaggeration: The American 
political scientist is born free but is everywhere in chains, tied to a 
hyperfactual pastJ^ The lack of more reliable knowledge flows di¬ 
rectly from an immoderate neglect of general theory. 

We cannot, to be sure, place on this neglect the sole blame 
for the slow advance of political science towards reliable knowl¬ 
edge and understanding of political life. We could explain its slow 
pace in a number of different ways, each of which would throw 
some quantum of light on the matter. It can be argued that we 
live in an age of action rather than of contemplation and as a re¬ 
sult all the social sciences must suffer. They are doomed to draw 

For suggestions along other lines see UNESCO, Contemporary 
Political Science, (Paris: Unesco, 1950), articles on American political 
science; American Political Science Association, Committee on Instruction, 
The Teaching of Government (New York: Macmillan, 1916); C. E. Mer- 
riam et al., “Report of Committee on Political Research,” 17 American Po¬ 
litical Science Review (1923), 274-312; T. H. Reed, “Report of Committee 
on Policy of the American Political Science Association,” 24 American Po¬ 
litical Science Review (1930), supplement; C. E. Mcrriam, New Aspects of 
Politics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1925); P. Appleby, “Politi¬ 
cal Science: The Next Twenty-five Years,” 44 American Political Science 
Review (1950), 924-32; P. Herring, “Political Science in the Next Decade,” 
39 American Political Science Review (1945), 757-66. 
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on the store of ideas and methods inherited from the recent past 
rather than to make contributions of their own. This explanation 
has a core of truth. In a world of turmoil, men are compelled to 
seek a solution for their immediate problems on the basis of the 
available inventory of ideas. The atmosphere for leisurely and 
exacting research into fundamentals is missing. 

A small but insistent part of recent thinking in political 
science places the blame for the latter’s slow development on the 
absence of serious attention to methods of research. The term 
“method” has always been a slippery concept laden with a varied 
store of meanings. In each of its numerous senses, shortcomings 
in method do contribute to some glaring deficiencies in research, 
although I shall urge that today these weaknesses are secondary 
when compared with the absence of a theoretical orientation. 

We might attribute part of the cause for the inching pace 
of political research to the relative lack of concern for questions 
of methodology, the logic behind the scientific procedures which 
political scientists often say they are using. Such questions of logic 
are as relevant to political science as they are to all the social 
sciences and, for that matter, as they are to all the biological and 
physical sciences as well. Indeed, methodology is of particular im¬ 
portance for political science. The latter is the last of all the social 
sciences in the United States to feel the influence of rigorous scien¬ 
tific procedures. Since it is the last, it has been subjected to scien¬ 
tific treatment at the very time, as we saw in the preceding chap¬ 
ter, that the use of scientific method for an understanding of social 
problems is coming under renewed severe attack. The result is that 
there is a tendency for political science to become the battle¬ 
ground where the advocates and opponents of the use of scientific 
procedures fight out their issues. The preceding chapter explored 
part of these issues. 

Although methodology has a special importance in the 
catalogue of problems of method in political science, it is only one 
of the many causes to which the present underdeveloped state of 
political research has been attributed. We might correctly deal at 



The Condition of American Political Science / 49 

some length with matters of technique. American political research 
is still quite unsophisticated in this respect.^*^ It still tends to collect 
and relate data in a casual, uninstructed way. The repertoire of 
techniques for controlled observation, such as the varieties of 
highly developed forms of interview and objective participation, 
the correlation of data, experimentation, and the testing of theo¬ 
ries, so familiar to other social sciences, still finds only an irregular, 
almost accidental, place in the curriculum of students of poli¬ 
tics.^® 

The absence of special concern for techniques has had the 
secondary result of keeping the research student from intimate con¬ 
tact with his material. Relatively few political scientists have the 
opportunity to participate extensively in high-level politics at the 
national and state capitols; a slightly broader group eddy about 
these scholars.^"^ For the vast bulk of the profession this is mani¬ 
festly impossible. But for this group it is often forgotten that a 
broad scope for direct field research of equal, if not overriding, 
importance exists in local politics. In their early training political 
scientists are rarely impressed with the need to make personal 
observations in the field according to acceptable standards for the 
collection of data. One could readily trace the damaging effects of 
this lack of intimate knowledge about political activity on the 
products of research. 

It is possible to explain shortcomings in subject matter, and 
even in method, as the extravagant results of professional insensi¬ 
tivity to change. Fundamentally such deficiencies have their origin 
in the late nineteenth century. In the light of the stage of develop¬ 
ment of political science and of social science in general in that 

Cf. If. D. Lasswell, “Psychology and Political Science in the 
U.S.A.,’’ in UNKSCO, Contemporary Political Science, pp. 526-37. 

'“See Report of the Committee for the Advancement of Teaching. 
A.P.S.A.. op. cit., pp. 266 ff. where the Commiltce recommends that “One of 
the ways to improve the effectiveness of budding political scientists is to 
provide a good course on the scope and methods of political science as an 
introduction to all graduate work.” 

P. Harris et al, “The Relations of Political vSeientists with Public 
Officials,” 35 American Political Science Review, (1941), 333-43. 
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century, the problems selected for investigation and the procedures 
of research had their historic explanation and justification. Their 
continuation today, however, reflects the prestige that an ancestral 
way of life has for contemporary political science. Essentially po¬ 
litical science today is traditionalist. Where a discipline develops a 
professional character, its attitudes and premises of research fre¬ 
quently strike deep roots. Its professionalism shelters its mem¬ 
bers from the vitalizing influence of the community as a whole. 
Even new recruits to the field who have by their own efforts sought 
training in the advanced techniques of the other social sciences 
are normally discouraged by the thick crust of tradition from 
transferring their knowledge to the study of political life. As a 
discipline political science has tolerated innovation; it has not en¬ 
couraged it. The result is that inadequate procedures or formula¬ 
tions of substantive questions, once founded in the profession, have 
continued in spite of their manifest shortcomings, simply because 
the lore that has been bequeathed by teacher to student receives 
the protection of professional sanctity. 

The traditions of a discipline as congealed in a profes¬ 
sional outlook, however, can explain only the closest institutional 
source of current dominant conceptions of research in political 
science. Other social sciences are exposed to the same force and 
yet have not been victimized to the same extent. There is a 
deeper social reason for the failure of political science to transcend 
its limitations. It lies in the proximity of political research to the 
social forces that determine social policy. The findings of psy¬ 
chology, sociology, or economics, for instance, are less intimately 
connected with revealing the actual locus of power in the commu¬ 
nity or the channels whereby existing power formations struggle 
to influence social policy. However inadequate its success in this re¬ 
spect, political science is reaching towards an understanding of the 
very things that men consider most vital: their differences over 
what in Chapter 5 I shall describe as the authoritative allocation 
of values. Entrenched power groups in society, those who have a 
firm hold on a particular pattern of distribution of social goods, 
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material and spiritual, have a special reason to look askance at 
this probing into the nature and source of their social positions and 
activities. They are prone to stimulate research of a kind that does 
not inquire into the fundamentals of the existing arrangement of 
things.^® In varying degrees this is necessarily true of any society. 
History has yet to show us empowered groups who welcomed in¬ 
vestigation into the roots and distribution of their strength. Such 
knowledge is at least discomforting, if not inherently dangerous; 
the underlying unifying myth concerning the location of power is 
seldom borne out by the facts. 

It would be a mistake, of course, to insist that there is a 
direct and invariant causal relation here between the pace and 
depth of political research and its potential danger to those who ac¬ 
tually possess social power. Political research has obviously re¬ 
mained neither static nor stagnant. The only point here is that the 
institutional matrix within which this research must be conducted 
has shaped and directed the growth of political science as a field 
more than it has the other social sciences. By the very nature of its 
research interests, political science is in a particularly exposed 
position, hence its virtual extinction in dictatorial countries. I am 
suggesting that elsewhere its proximity to sensitive areas of politi¬ 
cal power has helped to keep it close to the level of achievement 
attained at the beginning of the twentieth century, when it began to 
feel its first strength as an independent field for empirical re¬ 
search. 

Many more reasons could be offered to explain the present 
state of political research. As I suggested at the outset, however, 
one stands out for its primary importance: the absence of a the¬ 
oretical orientation to provide the basis for the kind of understand¬ 
ing of their data that students of political life seek. A keen sense 

'"Compare a related criticism by Ratzenhofer, over half a century 
ago, quoted in A. W. Small, General Sociology (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1905), p. 319. Here Ratzenhofer accuses politics of being a 
pseudo-science, a conclusion with which the penetrating American sociologist 
A. W. Small undoubtedly agreed, because it “displayed decided reluctance 
to use the probe relentlessly in research within political conditions.” 
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of where and how to look for the locus of power and its influence, 
a clear perspective on the fundamental problems of the logic be¬ 
hind scientific method, unambiguous terminology, the introduction 
of new techniques and a deep awareness of the need to seek out 
intimacy with observed phenomena, even the growth of a profes¬ 
sional spirit that in research seeks to rise above the value premises 
of the political system that research students may approve as citi¬ 
zens—these must all add up to little in the absence of a conceptual 
framework or systematic theory to give meaning, coherence, and 
direction to ongoing research. To the lack of no other single factor 
can we trace such grave consequences for the present condition in 
political science. 


3. The Role of Theory^^ 

“Theory” can be used to mean many things. In political 
science it is customarily used to refer to discussion of political 
values or the philosophy of politics. To distinguish this meaning of 
theory from its other meanings, I shall call it value theory. In later 
chapters I shall have something to say about the place in political 
science of this kind of theory. Here however I shall speak pri¬ 
marily about another kind, causal theory, which seeks to show the 
relation among political facts. As we shall see in a later chapter, it 
is deceptive to counterpose value to causal theory; in practice each 
is involved in the other. The distinction between these two 
classes of propositions is logical only. But a statement may be 
heavily weighted on the side either of causal analysis or of moral 
(value) judgment; hence for purposes of discussion nothing is lost 
if we speak as though causal and value propositions each did ap¬ 
pear apart from the other. This looseness of expression is only for 
purposes of convenience in discourse, however, and ought not to 
be interpreted to mean that causal or value statements do exist in 

See the four essays on the relation of political theory to research 
in 13 Journal of Politics (1951), 36-100. 
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a pure form. Although this caveat is not of immediate relevance to 
this chapter, its importance will appear at a much later stage in 
the discussion. 

The importance of causal theory lies in the fact that it is an 
index of the stage of development of any science, social or physi¬ 
cal, towards the attainment of reliable knowledge.-® Veiy briefly, 
causal theory is a device for improving the dependability of our 
knowledge. If we should begin with the assumption that reliability 
depends primarily on the techniques for collecting and collating 
data and on the clarification of concepts, we would soon run into 
the difficulty of explaining the nature of the facts so accumulated. 
No matter how indifferent a research worker may be to causal 
theory, the logic behind the selection and accumulation of facts in¬ 
evitably implies the existence of a theory, even if it is below the 
level of consciousness. 

In methodology this is so axiomatic that we need not labor 
the point here. In strict use of the term “fact” there is no such 
thing as a pure fact. What we have in the concrete social world is 
a series of events in which human beings are involved. It is obvi¬ 
ously impossible literally to describe an event however long we 
might take or however limited the event in time and space. There 
is an infinite level of detail possible about any event. The aspect 
of the event selected for description as the facts about it, is deter¬ 
mined by the prior interest of the observer; the selection is made in 
the light of a frame of reference that fixes the order and relevance 
of the facts. When raised to the level of consciousness this frame of 
reference is what we call a theory. In this way even those who 
may feel they arc interested exclusively in facts must nevertheless 
be making some theoretical assumptions, otherwise it would be im¬ 
possible for them to select meaningful facts. A fact is a particular 
ordering of reality in terms of a theoretical interest. 

” For suggestive insights into the role of theory, see the writings of 
T. Parsons, The Structure of Social Action (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
1937), Part 1, and his Essays in Socioloftical Theory Pure and Applied 
(Glencoe, 111.: Free Press, 1949), Part I; also, R. K. Merton, Social Theory 
and Social Structure (Glencoe, 111.: Free Press, 1949), Part I. 
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The event of a policeman giving a ticket to a person driv¬ 
ing through a red light, for example, could never be fully de¬ 
scribed in its totality. Even my description of the event here does 
not take into account the whole event. I have ignored the par¬ 
ticipants’ style of clothing, which would be of unique interest in 
some cases to a cultural historian or an anthropologist, the at¬ 
titudes of the individual violator towards the policeman, the health 
of the participants, and so on; each aspect of the event is of concern 
to some specialist in human knowledge. My own description in¬ 
dicates my bias towards political research rather than an accurate 
report of the event. And this so-called bias in turn indicates that 
I operate with a broad theory about the nature of what the political 
is; it is for this reason that I choose to study the power and author¬ 
ity aspects of this event. And if I had gone on to describe this 
aspect of the event in greater detail, behind my selection of this 
aspect—that is, these facts—would lie some narrow theory which 
would make sense out of my selection of these particular facts as 
being relevant. Facts therefore imply theory. And to parody Poin¬ 
care, since we make such theories without knowing it, we are 
powerless to abandon them.^^ 

Although there are many secondary characteristics that 
distinguish scientific reasoning from common sense, the primary 
one is this deliberate attempt to bring to the surface what com¬ 
mon sense leaves permanently concealed. “It is the aim of all nat¬ 
ural science,” Morris Cohen has written in this regard, “to attain 
the form of a theory or system in which all propositions are logi¬ 
cally or mathematically connected by laws or principles. Loose 
words about science being practical, experimental, and inductive 
cannot permanently obscure this truth, made evident in the his¬ 
tory of every branch of physics and biology. No science, for in¬ 
stance, can seem so hopelessly empirical and so immediately 
practical as chemistry, yet its whole growth through the Periodic 
and Mozley’s Laws has been in the direction of a deductive [theo- 

“H. Poincare, The Foundations of Science (Lancaster, Pa.: Science 
l^tess, 1946), p. 134. 
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retical] system.” The aceumulation of data through acceptable 
techniques does not alone give us adequate knowledge. Knowl¬ 
edge becomes critical and reliable as it increases in generality and 
internally consistent organization, when, in short, it is cast in the 
form of systematic generalized statements applicable to large 
numbers of particular cases. 

In this broad sense the concept of causal theory has a 
special meaning. Causal theory has been used to describe so many 
different relations that its use here must be carefully delimited. It 
often carries the simple meaning of hypothesis, as when a person 
claims that he has a theory about the cause of a certain phe¬ 
nomenon. Since this is its most generic and undifferentiated 
meaning, in this sense it applies to all generalizations. Every de¬ 
scription of a uniformity is an attempt to state in propositional 
form the assumed relation between two or more variables. Such a 
proposition is hypothetical in the ordinary sense of science, 
namely, that however numerous, varied and intensive the con¬ 
firming data may be, the truth of the proposition never transcends 
some degree of probability less than one. Since the revolution in 
physics at the turn of the present century, it has become axio¬ 
matic that however much it may be retained as an ultimate ideal, 
the absolute truth sought by earlier physical and social scientists 
cannot be achieved through the method of the sciences. Every 
generalization is in this sense a theory; it is a statement of a rela¬ 
tionship which is only probably, not certainly and finally, true. 

If any kind of proposition about the relation between vari¬ 
ables is a theory, there are three kinds of statements that can be 
distinguished in terms of their scope. Traditionally the concept 
of theory has come to be reserved for only certain of these. There 
are first, singular generalizations, which in the strict sense ought 
not to be called theories. These are statements of observed uni¬ 
formities between two isolated and easily identified variables. 

“M. R. Cohen, “The Social Sciences and the Natural Sciences” in 
W. F. Ogburn and A. Goldenweiser (cds.). The Social Sciences and Their 
Interrelations (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1927), pp. 451-2. 
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Since from such a statement, few deductions can be made that go 
beyond the actual observed uniformity, this places singular gen¬ 
eralizations on the first rung of theoretical thought. A carefully 
verified proposition by Gosncll, mentioned earlier, is an illustra¬ 
tion of this kind of generalization.^^ Derived from what is now a 
classic experiment in voting behavior, it states that non-partisan 
stimulation of voting will increase the number of people who vote, 
given certain specified conditions. Such generalizations arc with¬ 
out doubt the least difficult to obtain, in spite of the manifest labor 
and time involved, and yet there are relatively few such rigorously 
formulated propositions available in the whole literature of political 
science. 

At a higher, intermediary level stands synthetic or 
narrow-gauge theory. Theory, in this sense, consists of a set of 
interrelated propositions that are designed to synthesize the data 
contained in an unorganized body of singular generalizations. 
But in the process of synthesis, the theory that is developed goes 
beyond the actual data included in the original cluster of general¬ 
izations. It becomes possible to understand not only the phe¬ 
nomena to which these generalizations originally related, but also 
other phenomena which had hitherto been shrouded in doubt. 

Consider the iron law of obligarchy as an illustration of 
this kind of theory.^^ It arose initially as the result of the desire of 
Michels to indicate in a brief form the fact that all organizations 
with specific ends, containing human beings of the kind we know 
in western Europe, tend to concentrate power into the hands of a 
few. The so-called “law,” therefore, emerges out of an attempt to 
synthesize a considerable number of empirical observations re¬ 
lating to party organizations. By transcending the limits of his ob¬ 
servations, Michels was able to generalize and apply this law to 
all social groups organized to fulfill specific ends, including the 
political system itself. It is a theory, therefore, since it has broader 

“ H. F. Gosnell, Getting Out the Vote. 

“R. Michels (trans. E. and C. Paul), Political Parties (New York: 
Hearst's International Library Co., 1915). 
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implications than the actual facts which it was designed to draw to¬ 
gether. If it is true, we should be able to deduce that even in a 
direct democracy, after Rousseau, the bulk of power would still 
not reside in the hands of the people. If true, it might also help to 
explain the source of political apathy and other related problems. 

At the highest level, there stands broad-gauge or system¬ 
atic theory, the conceptual framework within which a whole dis¬ 
cipline is cast. Since no social scientist can be interested in all the 
facts, the most general order of facts that enlists his interest will 
depend upon the conceptual framework used. Now conceptual 
framework is a badly abused and overworked term. It has become 
part of the easy jargon of methodology in social science and 
often serves to conceal rather than illuminate meaning. In spite of 
this excessive burden already imposed on the term, its use is 
nevertheless inescapable if we are to describe the ultimate objec¬ 
tive in the search for reliable general knowledge. 

But first, what exactly is a conceptual framework? In a 
sense it is a sieve which helps to sort out, select, and reject ob¬ 
served fads; or a compass which indicates the direction in which 
research is moving; or a gauge which reports the state of develop¬ 
ment of a science at a particular time. Although it has all the vir¬ 
tues of these mechanical contrivances to which, in the mental 
sphere, it is analogous, it has none of their defects. In place of the 
rigidity of a mechanical apparatus, it is flexible, in a state of 
constant flux. It is a body of theory which changes in the light of 
the facts that it collects or that suggest it. 

Less metaphorically, a conceptual framework consists of 
those theories and assumptions which an investigator uses in under¬ 
taking an analysis within a given field. It serves as a theoretical 
model to test the relevance of succeeding research. It is a system of 
working hypotheses, adopted and used only as long as it helps to 
orient empirical research in such a way that socially significant 
problems are better understood. There is nothing sacrosanct about 
a theoretical scheme such as this, and the same one need not be 
adopted to help understand different problems. The supreme test 
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is its utility in understanding phenomena. The systems of hypoth¬ 
eses which can direct research to the greatest variety of significant 
problems and which, accordingly, can help to unify and give mean¬ 
ing to apparently diverse kinds of research thereby form the best 
framework. All too frequently the broadest theories which underlie 
a particular piece of research, not being stated clearly and openly 
by the investigator, must be inferred by the reader. But this lacuna 
cannot be taken to mean that the investigator lacks such a structure. 
The mere fact that he was not aware of it, that he did not delineate 
it carefully, or that he denied its existence would be an index of 
possible methodological innocence or confusion rather than an in¬ 
dication of total absence of guiding criteria for selection. 

Since theory of this order is designed to help select the 
specific variables that arc vital to an understanding of the problems 
confronting a discipline, the more developed the framework, the 
more precisely will these variables be identified and related. It 
differs from synthetic theory only in that it is broader in scope and, 
in its sophisticated state as found in physics or economics, it is 
deductive. It begins with a few postulates of empirical reference 
and from these deduces a series of narrower generalizations. From 
these in turn stem singular generalizations capable of empirical 
proof. This is a theoretical system which serves as an analytical 
model of the concrete political system. It is conceivable that some 
day in the social sciences such a framework might reach the stage 
of maturity associated with theory in physics, for example. In 
the latter science, from a few basic premises, empirically derived, 
it has proved possible to formulate deductively a whole body of in¬ 
termediate theory and from this in turn, to predict the occurrence 
of empirical events. From such predictions the ultimate validity 
of the parent conceptual framework is then either affirmed or 
denied in whole or in part. 

At the present stage of development, with the exception of 
economics, the attainment of such advanced theory in social 
science is still in the distant realm of aspiration. Nevertheless, one 
cannot deny that behind all empirical research there are those 
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basic assumptions with regard to the major variables in the field 
and their relations and that one way of promoting the maturation 
of a discipline is to raise these assumptions to the point of con¬ 
sciousness for purposes of careful examination.*'^ The main core of 
political research is imbedded in just such a theoretical matrix, 
the equilibrium theory, and in a later chapter I shall examine this 
theory in considerable detail. 

I am not suggesting, of course, that it is either probable or 
possible that we can immediately chance upon a body of theory 
that even approaches in architectural form or intrinsic explana¬ 
tory value the theories of such natural sciences as physics, chemis¬ 
try, or biology. To pose as an immediate goal the attainment of the 
methodological rigor and precise formulations of the physical 
sciences, which are centuries ahead of the social sciences in their 
theoretical and factual maturity, would be to fall victim to scien¬ 
tism, the premature and slavish imitation of the physical sciences.^® 
All social research cannot yet be conducted with the methodologi¬ 
cal rigor familiar to the natural sciences or in terms of the system¬ 
atic frameworks resembling the model of physics. There is yet to 
appear an advocate of scientism who in his published research 
has measured up to his own a priori scientific standards, simply 
because in most areas of social science this is either impossible or, 
where possible, the financial and other resources to do the massive 
research necessary are just not available. If political science were 

“ “The importance of the development and comprehension of a more 
or less systematic general view or theory of politics needs perhaps to be 
emphasized. The universal belief of undergraduates that there is no value in 
knowing ‘facts’ points to the significance of a general, over-all theory of 
politics. Knowledge of an isolated ‘fact’ may be quite useless erudition; the 
isolated ‘fact* must be related to a larger theory of political behavior before 
the significance of the ‘fact* may be perceived. Throughout the volume a 
consistent effort is made to relate the ‘facts* to a theory or general concep¬ 
tion of political behavior. ‘Facts’ and ‘events* are described usually not for 
their own importance but for their value in illustrating some general idea or 
proposition. The degree to which any particular ‘fact’ or ‘event’ may be 
understood depends in large measure on the comprehension of its position in 
a general scheme of politics.” V. O. Key, op. cit., p. 12. 

“ F. A. von Hayek, ‘‘Scientism and the Study of Society,” Economica, 
New Scries, 9 (1942), 267-91; 10 (1943), 34-63; and 11 (1944), 27-39. 
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to insist upon universal adherence to technical rigor, at the present 
time, as the only kind of adequate research, there is little doubt 
that, in attending so mechanically to form, all life and wisdom 
would be squeezed from even the existing insights into political 
life. 

What is possible, however, is a constant orientation in all 
fields of political science to problems of theory together with the 
allocation of part of the research and financial resources in political 
science to the special problem of theoretical analysis. The absence 
of theory is, of course, no indication a fortiori that a piece of re¬ 
search lacks the merits of good scientific procedure; it is quite pos¬ 
sible to discover vital empirical generalizations and to construct 
classifications and morphologies from data. But the research worker 
can maximize the returns from this empirical work only if he bears 
in mind that where science has achieved a high level of develop¬ 
ment, where, in short, it has transcended to a high degree the re¬ 
liability of knowledge derived from common sense alone, there the 
critical enabling instrument has been theory. 

A word of explanation must be interjected at this point. To 
single out systematic theory as a vital source of present shortcom¬ 
ings in political research is to assume that we can speak of such 
a thing as a political system. It is sometimes argued, on the con¬ 
trary—even by political scientists, at least verbally, if not in print 
—that the study of political life can never reach the level of the 
other social sciences because it does not constitute a distinctive 
theoretical field such as economics or psychology. Talcott Parsons 
is only one of a number who question “whether ‘political theory’ 
in a scientific rather than an ethical and normative sense should 
be regarded as a fundamental element of the theory of social 
systems. It seems more logical to regard it as a field of application 
of the general theory of social institutions but one which is suffi¬ 
ciently differentiated to be treated as an independent discipline for 
many purposes.” 

If this statement were true, then the development of politi- 
*'T. Parsons, Essays in Sociological Theory Pure and Applied, p. 40. 
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cal science would be so dependent upon the other social sciences 
that little blame could attach to it for the level of its insights, the 
nature of its methods, or its neglect of theory. The question of the 
existence of a political system—an analytical tool designed to 
identify those integrally related aspects of concrete social activity 
that can be called political—is so vital to the development of po¬ 
litical research that I shall set it aside for further discussion in the 
next chapter. For the moment I shall assume that political science 
does constitute a distinct field of research, not for problems of ap¬ 
plication alone, but, what is more signficant, for analytical and 
conceptual purposes as well. 

For a variety of reasons a theoretical framework is essen¬ 
tial to an adequate analysis of the political system. In the first place, 
as I have indicated, through such a theory it would be possible to 
identify the significant political variables and describe their mutual 
relations. Once the research worker became aware of these rela¬ 
tions through an analytical scheme, he would have a master plan, 
as it were, for empirical research. It would give research a meaning 
and a coherence unattainable when each set of generalizations 
must stand or fall by itself. Research today docs of course have a 
coherence, but it is a connection that arises, at the broadest level, 
from the fact that in one way or another all research deals with 
something vaguely called political or governmental problems. 

As a result, there is little theoretical relationship in the re¬ 
search conducted by the various scholars in the field. It is seldom 
indeed that two important works can be compared in the same 
terms even though they deal with closely related topics. Commen- 
surability depends to a large degree on the presence of explicit 
theoretical assumptions. Where research explicitly indicates its 
theoretical framework it becomes possible through analysis to 
establish whether dissimilarities in conclusions or interpretation 
flow from the use of different major variables or from a differing 
conception of the relations of the same variables. Work apparently 
far apart could in this way be brought to the same level for com¬ 
parison. 
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In the second place, not only does theory facilitate com¬ 
parison of research, but it maps out the areas in which additional 
or new research is badly needed. Without systematic theory such 
matters are necessarily decided in a hit-or-miss way.-® 

In the third place, theory adds to the reliability of the re¬ 
sults of both new and old research in a way impossible without the 
existence of a relatively consistent body of concepts. Prediction is 
not the only function of scientific generalizations, and the mere fact 
that a social science is unable to offer successful predictions about 
the course of events need not in itself be proof of its low level of 
development. However, where research has been quantitatively 
and qualitatively adequate to permit of prediction, its success is 
geared neatly to the existence of a comprehensive body of con¬ 
sistent theory. Where this exists, prediction takes its validity from 
the consistency of anticipated consequences with an integrated 
body of theory. The result is that if the prediction should fail, a 
complicated network of ancillary theory, each part of which pre¬ 
sumably had been substantiated on other grounds, must fall as well. 
Knowledge becomes more reliable because it becomes part of a 
web of theory, each strand of which helps to support the other and 
has, as well, independent bases of proof. This is of course the 
ideal; however imperfect the actual achievement of a theoretical 
structure should prove to be at a particular historical moment, it 
would nevertheless add to our knowledge a degree of reliability 
not yet attainable. And even if the actual formulation of an ac¬ 
ceptable systematic theory does still lie in the far distant future 
—a contingency about which we can only guess since, as a group, 
political scientists have united their efforts so little in search of 
such a theory—it would still serve as a goal for particularistic re¬ 
search activities now and nurture the soil out of which a theoreti¬ 
cal structure might arise. 


“ For some consequences of the lack of theory in the study of voting 
behavior, see S. J. Eldersveld, “Theory and Method in Voting Behavior 
Research,” 13 Journal of Politics (1951), 70-87. 
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There is today in American political science pervasive dis¬ 
content with the condition of research, and considerable soul- 
searching is under way. There is a danger, however, that the self¬ 
questioning may be answered in purely technical terms; suggested 
remedial measures may be confined to ways of collecting data, of 
using statistics, of describing political facts, and the like. It is the 
burden of this chapter that while such proposals are valuable in 
themselves, their incorporation into political research would not 
in itself go far towards solving the major problem of obtaining 
reliable, socially useful knowledge. Such measures will have 
meaning only if they are welded to a concurrent attempt to identify 
and relate the most significant variables found in the political as¬ 
pect of social life. Political .science today is confronted with the 
need to recognize that scientific understanding of political life is 
ultimately possible only by clarifying the broad theoretical 
premises of research. 



Chapter 


Conceptions of Science and Theory 
in Empirical Research 


The Fact is the first thing. Make sure of it. 

Get it perfectly clear. Polish it till it shines and 
sparkles like a gem. Then connect it with 
other facts. Examine it in its relation to them, 
for in that lies its worth and its significance. 
... To counsel you to stick to facts is not 
to dissuade you from philosophical 
generalizations, but only to remind you— 
though indeed you as trained students 
do not need to be reminded—that the 
generalizations must spring out of the facts, 
and without the facts are worthless. 

James Bryce 

By and large, students in political science have not con¬ 
sidered it worth while to allocate even a small part of their collec¬ 
tive energies to systematic theory. Not that they have neglected all 
kinds of theoretical thought. There arc ample illustrations of an in¬ 
terest in theory in the work of Merriam with regard to power, of 

64 
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Friedrich in relation to the basis of constitutional democracy, of 
Simon in connection with administrative behavior, of Lasswell and 
the power of the oligarchy, of Key and Truman in their syntheses 
of the role of interest groups in a democratic political system, and 
in the work of others. But the research of these theorists centers in 
synthetic theory whereas our discussion here relates to a generalized 
mode of analysis. 

In political science there has been little deliberate effort to 
formulate a conceptual framework for the whole field. It is possi¬ 
ble, of course, to identify considerable concealed general theory. 
In a completely inarticulate way the forces that drive us towards 
logical consistency have led students of political life to assume 
what in a later chapter I shall call an equilibrium theory as the 
fundamental mode of analysis in political research. But since as a 
group political scientists have not recognized this theory for what 
it is, it is still true to say that they have closed their eyes to general 
theory. 

While it is not easy to explain why political science has 
been reluctant to inquire into such theory, there stands out at least 
one reason of consequence: the conception of science prevalent in 
political research over the last fifty years has deflected attention 
from theory. For the most part, as we saw earlier, political science 
has sought to identify itself with the general tendency to apply 
scientific method to social matters. It has conceived of science, 
however, in very narrow terms. It has construed it as an impera¬ 
tive first, to accumulate facts with great zeal, and second, in the 
name of theory to discuss problems concerning the application of 
knowledge. Theory has been interpreted to mean the discussion of 
alternative mechanisms for improving the political structure and 
processes rather than the identification of the major variables in 
political life and their relations. This chapter will examine this 
conception of science that has been dominant in the last half- 
century or more. It will help us to understand why general theory 
has played so small a part in political research. 
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1 . Hyperfactualism 

Examination of the important political literature over the 
last half century or more reveals that students of political life have 
been captive of a view of science as the objective collection and 
classification of facts and the relating of them into singular general¬ 
izations. Only recently has a movement got under way to synthe¬ 
size these generalizations into narrow-gauge theories, but even 
now such efforts are not yet considered essential to scientific pro¬ 
cedure. With the exception of the work of a few, like those already 
mentioned, whose efforts are consciously directed to codifying and 
synthesizing, the significant characteristic of most political re¬ 
search is that each piece is likely to stand alone with little con¬ 
scious relation to the work of others in the field. This results from 
the prevailing view of science. 

Where research has sought to be scientific, the underlying 
conception of science, in part, has been that the task of the politi¬ 
cal scientist is to describe the way in which people act politically 
together with the determinants of this activity: how and why 
people vote as they do, what role political leaders play, how propa¬ 
ganda functions, the way the president performs his legislative, ex¬ 
ecutive, and other duties, the steps followed in the passage of a 
bill through Congress and the various forces acting at each stage, 
and so on in an indefinite list of subject matters about which the 
objective facts have been and continue to be collected. Of course, 
research workers do not collect and catalogue facts as tliough 
they were building a political directoiy. They do seek to show a 
relation between the occurrence of given events with that of 
others. They gather data to show that variable A is related to 
variable B and so forth. They are constantly searching for new 
variables to explain more fully why political activity takes any 
given form. But most factual research is concerned with singular 
generalizations, not with a broader type of theory. Such research 
is what we can call the pursuit of the facts about political life. 

Whether and why the data so collected really belong to- 
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gether, other than for the fact that they are vaguely related to gov¬ 
ernment or an undefined idea of the political, is seldom asked. In 
the last few years the appearance at regional and national conven¬ 
tions of the American Political Science Association of panels on 
conceptualization in various fields, such as public law or political 
parties, does show an emerging discontent with inventory building. 
Nevertheless, when a group of scholars come together to talk about 
research, the typical discussion is more likely to move in the di¬ 
rection of improving techniques for gathering facts and identifying 
new variables or matters suitable for investigation, than of in¬ 
quiring into the theoretical matrix for research. As a result there is 
now a vast and still growing inventory of research monographs, 
each of which may have meaning in its own right and each of 
which reports the facts about a particular political situation; but 
the general relationships of these studies has yet to be vigorously 
pursued. The task here is to explain more fully the nature and 
source of this conception of science as the pursuit of facts and 
their immediate relations. 

In the last half-century political science has undergone a 
radical transformation. No one single factor has had as much to 
do with this change as the empirical revolution^ in Europe which 
took root in the nineteenth century. By the turn of the century it 
had so firmly seized the minds of American political scientists that 
they too sought to emulate the natural sciences in building what 
was conceived to be a field of knowledge anchored in facts. 

Not all political scientists lent their support to this empiri¬ 
cal movement. From the very beginning there were protests against 
what were conceived to be the strictures of scientific method on 
the free play of insight into human relations. Woodrow Wilson, 
who was more a part and product of the scientific revolution than 
he realized, nevertheless inveighed against this infatuation with 
rigid procedures. “I do not like the term political science,” he pro¬ 
tested. “Human relationships, whether in the family or in the 

' The apt phrase of H. D. Lasswell and A. Kaplan in their Powtr 
and Society. 
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state, in the counting house or in the factory, are not in any 
proper sense the subject-matter of science. They are stuff of in¬ 
sight and sympathy and spiritual comprehension.” - Later, as the 
enthusiasm behind the scientific movement approached its crest. 
Beard too sought to mark the importance of the uncurbed creative 
spirit in political research. It is the “imaginative process,” he 
wrote, “which often makes the poet or artist a better fore-teller and 
statesman than the logical master of detail and common-sense.” ® 

But these were voices in the wilderness unable to drown 
out the chorus in favor of fact-finding scientific techniques. And 
there were others, fewer in number and influence, such as George 
Gatlin and W. B. Munro,^ who approved of scientific techniques 
but who complained of the indifference to the role of theory as a 
guide to the relevance of political problems and to further research. 
But neither those who rejected the scientific approach entirely nor 
those at the opposite pole who were committed to science but saw 
theory as its foundation and capstone were able to stem the factual 
tide. 

For American political research the factual conception of 

* W. Wilson, “The Law and the Facts,” 5 American Political Science 
Review (1911), 1-11, on pp. 10-11. 

*C. A. Beard, “Time, Technology, and Creative Spirit in Political 
Science,” 21 American Political Science Review (1927), 1-11, on p. 9. 
Elsewhere he wrote: “Where do we stand now? The conclusions thus far 
advanced may be quickly summarized in the following formulas. No science 
of politics is possible; or if possible, desirable. There is no valid distinction 
between descriptive politics, political science, political theory, or political 
philosophy. They all represent more or less serious efforts to think about 
a phase of life called political. I'he method of natural science is applicable 
only to a very limited degree and, in its pure form, not at all to any fateful 
issues of politics. What we have, therefore, and can only have is intelligence 
applied to the political facets of our unbroken social organism.” C. A. Beard, 
“Political Science,” in W. Gee (ed.). Research in the Social Sciences (New 
York: Macmillan, 1929), pp. 269-91, on p. 286. Sec also E. S. Corwin, “Ihc 
Democratic Dogma and the Future of Political Science,” 23 American 
Political Science Review (1929), 569-92. 

*G. E. G. Catlin, The Science and Method of Politics (New York: 
Knopf, 1927); W. B. Munro, “Physics and Politics, An Old Analogy 
Revised.” As the earlier reference to Munro in chapter 1 indicates he was 
more optimistic about a science of politics than about one of social 
psychology. 
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science had its birth in the period following the Civil War. Prior 
to that time the building of factual inventories was practically un¬ 
known; after that time there sprang up a view of science that be¬ 
came the basis for modern political research. In this view the es¬ 
sence of science lay in the collection of objective data, the hard 
facts, about political life. Fundamentally it arose in revulsion 
against the speculative kind of system-building prevalent in the 
nineteenth century, especially in Europe and specifically in Ger¬ 
many, where most prominent American social scientists either 
were trained or drew their inspiration. Part of this speculation took 
the form of rationalistic jurisprudence which ended in the blind 
alley of legal positivism. Its limitations for helping to understand 
society were becoming apparent by the eighteen eighties. But 
a considerable part of this speculation, typical not only of political 
science but of all the social sciences, was engrossed in the construc¬ 
tion of vast systematic theories of social and political life. These 
systematic theories were, however, substantive theories or phi¬ 
losophies of history, not theoretical modes of analysis depicting 
the major variables and their possible relations. Where they did 
touch on modes of analysis it was in most cases accidental, not in¬ 
tentional. They were designed to provide a body of substantive 
data to explain political and social change. Comte, Spencer, and 
in political research, especially Hegel, were the early prototypes 
for students. Traditionally, empirical research into the minutiae of 
problems attracted little attention or interest, even though at the 
same time historical positivism was beginning to make inroads into 
broad speculation. 

The rise of industrialism and its complex problems of mass 
civilization, which became most marked after the Civil War, made 
American social scientists keenly aware that the solution of urgent 
social problems required more than broad historical syntheses or 
logical analysis of legal obligations and rights. Practical action de¬ 
manded increasing attention to the factual elements in social situ¬ 
ations. Quite rapidly it became evident that even minimum relia¬ 
bility in social knowledge depended on closer proximity to facts. 
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On the intellectual plane, this new need slowly drove philosophies 
of history into disfavor, until recently, in the whole Western world; 
and in the United States the aggravation of the stresses of indus¬ 
trialism by the Civil War and its associated causes accentuated 
this trend. 

Specifically, the Civil War and its attendant problems turned 
American political research towards facts in two ways. First, it 
taught that concern primarily for the goals of social behavior, a 
major object of philosophies of history, would not help us to under¬ 
stand how to reach those ends; and second, that what had to 
that time been considered the facts of political life were only the 
legal forms that cloaked political activity. 

After the Civil War, American students of political life be¬ 
gan to feel that in the past they had been inordinately immersed 
in speculation on the good life. At the beginning those who sought 
to concretize political investigation did not deny the utility of such 
thought, but they did argue for the need to increase attention to 
political realities. Beginning with the eighties, therefore, the litera¬ 
ture is filled with exhortations that research should be devoted to 
what is, rather than to what ought to be. Understanding came to 
mean knowledge of what happened in social life rather than what 
ought to happen. The facts came to take priority over the goals. It 
has left us with the contemporary problem of how once again to 
bring speculation about ends into harmony with research into the 
facts of political life. 

But American political scientists found even more urgent 
reasons for opening their minds to facts. It took the Civil War to 
awaken them to the realization that the law surrounding the Con¬ 
stitution did not provide an adequate explanation of political life. 
Until the latter part of the nineteenth century, where political re¬ 
search was not preoccupied with history or the good life, it dealt 
largely with the legal aspects of political relations. The reason for 
this is clear. The actual power structure was so intertwined with the 
formal division of powers in the Constitution and so indeterminate 
because of the process of judicial review, that since the days of The 
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Federalist the student of politics had considered legal forms to be 
at the heart of research. Constitutional law had become the raw 
data of political study. It was not until the social upheavals of the 
Civil War brought to light the fact that legal analysis did not 
necessarily reach the real seat of power that a general interest was 
sparked in penetrating beneath legal forms. After the trauma of 
the Civil War, American political science, which was just making 
the first efforts to stand on its feet as an independent discipline, 
became sharply conscious of the need to loosen the hold of juris¬ 
prudence on research and it therefore welcomed, as a means, the 
new intellectual trend towards the factual reality. 

The major work of John Burgess, Political Science and 
Comparative Constitutional Law (1890), brilliantly illustrates the 
legal character of research typical of the nineteenth century. Its ap¬ 
pearance after the stimulus of the Civil War, however, doomed it 
to a rapid decline in favor because of its indifference to the new 
role of hard facts. In this work Burgess had dealt with the very 
two kinds of subject matter against which feeling was rising, values 
and constitutional law. Of course, Burgess continued to be used 
and admired for some time because the teaching of political 
science is always more catholic than its advance guard will ap¬ 
prove and also because courses of instruction usually take a sub¬ 
stantial period to catch up with the data and outlook of latest re¬ 
search. Burgess was never publicly excommunicated; his work 
just quietly slipped into neglect because of its irrelevance to 
newer research. A sympathetic reading of Burgess would have re¬ 
vealed that he was aware of the limitations of his efforts; he was al¬ 
ways careful to distinguish between constitutional law and what 
he called political science, the study of the social forces underlying 
the law. But in the nineteenth century few, with the exception of 
the political historians, made this meticulous distinction. Most 
tended to act as though the study of the distribution of power as 
delineated in the Constitution constituted the core of political re¬ 
search. 

It was James Bryce who opened the way to the new view 
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of science in the study of politics in the United States. Although a 
Scot, he so influenced the course of American political research 
that there need be no apology for intensively examining his ap¬ 
proach. Although he was not the first student to break through 
the legal barriers to the hitherto neglected underlying activities, his 
work in The American Commonwealth nevertheless carried this 
approach so systematically into the most significant aspects of 
American political life that the impact was incalculable. An under¬ 
standing of the relation between fact and theory in this work will 
shed considerable light on the source of the contemporary view of 
political research. Not that Bryce has become the conscious model 
for political science; most political scientists would deplore any 
suggestion that they had not left Bryce far behind in the sixty 
years since the first edition of The American Commonwealth. But 
it is an astounding fact that political science has moved so slowly in 
redefining its eonception of science that Bryce could fit comforta¬ 
bly into any modern university. He would only have to be brought 
up to date on the additions made to the inventory of political facts 
and singular generalizations since his death and on the newer 
technical devices available for collecting and relating the facts. 

The strange part about Bryce’s influence is that he does 
not neglect theory to the extent apparent in later political science. It 
is an index to the way in which a culture will select aspects of a 
scholar’s work for its own purposes that American political science 
was actually inspired by Bryce. He endeared himself to the chang¬ 
ing American environment because of his own aversion to system 
building, especially German philosophies of history, and legal 
analysis, “idle logomachies” as he called them. Political science, 
he frequently points out, “is not a deductive science any more 
than it is a branch of speculative philosophy. Some writers have 
treated it as a set of abstractions. They have tried to create by 
efforts of thought, and to define, such general conceptions as 
sovereignty, the State, the origin of political right, the ground of po¬ 
litical obligation, and so forth, following the methods of meta- 
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physics and keeping as far from the concrete as possible. . . . 
How vague and cloudy are many of the German treatises of the 
last sixty years on the theory of the State? . . . What can be 
more windy and empty, more dry and frigid and barren than such 
lucubrations upon sovereignty as we find in John Austin and some 
still more recent writers?” ® 

But Bryce did not intend to disparage all theory. He 
scorned rather the kind of theory associated with legal analysis 
and value construction and would have substituted for it theories 
weighted by facts. He was British, and in spite of the common 
assumption about British empiricism—a myth difficult to verify by 
reading the literature in political science—larded throughout his 
work are acknowledgments of the need to collate facts through 
hypotheses and theories. He is clearly unhappy about leaving 
himself open to the accusation that he intends “any disparagement 
of historical generalizations or political theory. The study of facts 
is meant to lead up to the establishment of conclusions and the 
mastery of principles, and unless it does this it has no scientific 
value.” He speaks of the need to identify the substance under the 
diversity of facts."^ 

In spite of his occasional plea on behalf of theory, however, 
it is apparent from his writings that Bryce had an image of him¬ 
self in political science as a concretizer. He sought to reformulate 
theory to give it an empirical orientation and, in the process, theory 
became far subordinate to the accumulation of facts; in the end it 
was almost lost from sight. In The American Commonwealth 
(1893), for instance, he goes so far in the direction of the facts 
that one searches in vain for an explicit theory to cover the whole 
enterprise. As he himself writes, his purpose was “to paint the 
institutions and people of America as they are . . . to avoid the 

®“The Relations of Political Science to History and to Practice,” 3 
American Political Science Review (1909), 1-19, on p. 9. 

•Ibid., p. 10. 

’ J. Bryce, Studies in History and Jurisprudence (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1901), pp. 619-20. 
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temptations of the deductive method, and to present simply the 
facts of the case, arranging and connecting them as best I can, 
but letting them speak for themselves rather than pressing upon 
the reader my own conclusions.” ® And elsewhere, as in Modern 
Democracies (1921), in spite of his own hypothesis about the 
role of human nature, his enthusiasm for the facts runs to such 
heights that he speaks in the words of an unrestrained factualist. 
There he rhetorically exclaims that “it is Facts that are needed: 
Facts, Facts, Facts. When facts have been supplied, each of us can 
try to reason from them.” ® This book, he says in the introduction, 
is not meant “to propound theories,” but “to supply [the readers] 
with facts.” Seldom has a writer relished the idea of a fact with 
such delight; he turns the word over and over on his tongue to 
savor its tempting flavor. 

His passion for the facts of political life is not strange, as 
he himself was a product of historical positivism of the late nine¬ 
teenth century, a methodological movement which is still very 
much alive and which stresses the accumulation of positive data as 
the means of recreating the past. To parody Ranke’s famous 
formula, Bryce sought to depict political life “as it really was.” His 
intention was to make political science descriptive rather than 
theoretical or explanatory in the way history had become in the 
hands of Hegel and others. He approved of the historical method 
because, as he interpreted it, it could always “be relied upon to 
give us facts.” In thus reacting against the theorizing of phi¬ 
losophers, historical positivism passed to the other extreme of 
trude empiricism. It was remarkable that Bryce, as a historian, 
tould escape the influence of this movement to the limited extent 
that he did in his refusal to rule out theory entirely or to consider it 
a purely accidental element. He escaped historical positivism only 
in part, however, for although he was quite clear about the rela- 

• The American Commonwealth (New York: Macmillan, 1926, ed.), 
2 vols., Vol I, p. 4. 

• (New York: Macmillan, 1924 ed.), 2 vols., Vol. I, p. 12. 

Ibid., p. viii. 

“ Studies in History and Jurisprudence, p. 624. 
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tion between fact and theory,^2 ^he age in which he lived led him 
to give facts a prominence far beyond their due. 

In retrospect we can see that the reverence for the fact, to 
which Bryce contributed so heavily, reached its peak during the 
twenties of this century. As one critic wrote: “Political science has 
been slow to admit the importance of political facts—too slow, in¬ 
deed, to prevent other sciences from establishing themselves in its 
proper domain. It has not undertaken anything like the patient 
accumulation of data on which the natural sciences have been 
erected.” While there is evidence that facts are being dis¬ 
placed by an increasing interest or at least a growing awareness of 
the need to be interested in theories,^^ the factualist movement has 
not yet lost its momentum. 

Early in the twenties, under the inspiration of a Committee 
on Political Research of the American Political Science Associa¬ 
tion, although not under its auspices, a series of meetings was held 
in 1922, 1923, and 1924 called the National Conference on 
the Science of Politics.^'^ The basic conceptions running through the 
reports of these meetings reveal that those most keenly interested 
in developing a science of politics assumed that the task of politi¬ 
cal science at that stage was to gather new information. The brief 
reports of the Conference indicate that the participants devoted 
themselves to identifying what they considered to be “important” 
problems upon which research could be undertaken and to devis¬ 
ing techniques, statistical and otherwise, for obtaining accurate 
knowledge about these problems. The Conference devoted no 
special attention to the role of theory as a device to help to establish 


See the quotation at the head of this chapter, taken from “Relations 
of Political Science to History and to Practice," in Studies in History and 
Jurisprudence, pp. 10-11. 

*“R. T. Crane, “Research Agencies and Equipment,” 17 American 
Political Science Review (1923), 297-8. 

^*See most recently the attempt by H. D. Lasswcll and A. Kaplan 
in Power and Society to codify into a body of related propositions the main 
discernible theories in political science. 

See the reports of these meetings in the American Political Science 
Review for the years 1923-5. 
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the relevance or importance of a question. Importance only meant 
relevance from the point of view of social policy. The test of the 
significance of a problem stopped at the point of determining 
whether research in such an area would help in the solution of 
social problems: what light would it throw on the “best,” the most 
“effective” or “efficient” way to organize political institutions? 

We cannot cavil with this as an initial criterion of selec¬ 
tion; unless research is directed to human needs, it has little justi¬ 
fication. But the mere identification of a problem as socially mean¬ 
ingful does not of itself transform it into a theoretically meaningful 
subject. I shall have more to say about this matter in the next sec¬ 
tion of this chapter, but at the moment we can see that it is quite 
conceivable that a particular politically crucial problem can be 
best understood, not by plunging into a description of the variables 
at work, but by an analysis of variables found here as types in all 
political situations. By relating a number of apparently diverse 
situations in this way, a particular problem can often be initially 
understood, prior to factual investigation, largely on the grounds 
of earlier theoretical analysis. The task of subsequent factual re¬ 
search would then be to improve the theory by testing and modify¬ 
ing it. It is not a matter either of facts or of theories but of a judi¬ 
cious combination of both. 

The Conference on the Science of Politics, however, com¬ 
mitted itself largely to facts. The topics of the panels held at the 
various annual meetings indicate a preoccupation with the areas 
of factual research. “Obviously,” the chairman of the Conference 
wrote in his first report, “there can be no real science of politics 
until we have developed a fact-finding technique that will produce 
an adequate basis for sound generalization.” They were de¬ 
voted, among other things, to the study of psychology and politi¬ 
cal science at the empirical level, problems and methods in the 
civil service with special reference to efficiency ratings, the Icgisla- 

** A. B. Hall, Chairman, National Conference on The Science of 
Politics, Madison, Wisconsin, Sept. 3-8, 1923, Introduction to Report, 18 
Amerii'an Political Science Review (1924), 119-22, on p. 120. 
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ture as an area of research, nominating methods, and so forth. In 
most cases the reporters for the panels left little doubt that the 
recommended pattern for future research included continued addi¬ 
tions to an already bulky inventory of information, an intensifi¬ 
cation in the accumulation of new facts. 

With this as the major assumption about research, it was 
logical for the Conference also to agree on the need to adopt and 
develop new techniques for the collection of data. The emphasis on 
technique flows from this fascination with the fact. It almost ap¬ 
pears that the essence of science lies not in the logic of its procedure, 
which would show the true place of theory, but in the techniques 
devised for the objective observation and collection of new quanti¬ 
ties of facts. For example, running throughout the three conferences 
were panels that explored, as part of the general problem of 
measurement, statistics as a technique for measuring public opin¬ 
ion; other panels sought to understand the appropriate techniques 
for studying legislative leadership. It was felt that the development 
of techniques of impartial observation and collation would uncover 
the facts and the facts would speak for themselves. 

After the hiatus of the First World War, this view of 
science, that for very good reasons had its start in the latter part 
of the nineteenth century, reached a new peak in the Conference 
just examined. Today political research continues to function un¬ 
der the impetus given this view of science in the twenties. A 
survey of typical subjects in the conventions of the American Poli¬ 
tical Science Association over the last quarter of a century would 
bear this out. Although, as I have said, within the last few years 
these conventions have cnvinced a slight interest in the matter of 
conceptualization in some fields, by and large where panels on em¬ 
pirical research are not involved in policy questions—to which 
we shall turn in a moment—they continue to devote their time 
to gathering evidence about old problems or to discovering prob¬ 
lems that have hitherto been neglected. 

In the training of political scientists, this theoretical mal¬ 
nutrition and surfeit of facts has serious consequences for the mat- 
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uration of political science as a discipline. It has concealed from 
students of political life the need to view the political system as a 
whole and it has deprived them of the analytical tools necessary for 
such a task. With their gaze fixed steadily on the particular prob¬ 
lems requiring solution, they are less prone to see the relation of 
each significant problem in the political system to related questions 
and to the system as a whole. Reliability of knowledge and under¬ 
standing requires us to anchor thought firmly in empirical data; 
theory without facts may be a well-piloted ship with an unsound 
keel. But when preoccupation with fact-gathering siphons away 
energy from seeing the facts in their theoretical significance, then 
the ultimate value of factual research itself may well be lost. 


2 . A Premature Policy Science 

If the prevailing factual view of scientific research has con¬ 
tributed to the suppression of a theoretical perspective, it has not 
been alone to blame. This suppression can be attributed equally 
to the reluctance in political inquiry to separate, both in logic and 
in practical research, pure science from what is variously called 
practical, prescriptive, or applied science.^^ The scientific revolution 
has never penetrated thinking among research workers to the de¬ 
gree necessary to persuade them to divide their research into these 
two categories. On the contrary, they have felt free to spend a 
good part of their research energies, not on the discovery of uni¬ 
formities in political life, the objective of pure science, but on the 
apparently less remote task of establishing principles to guide so¬ 
ciety in revising its political structure. Even when research work¬ 
ers are most alert to the exactions of objective investigation, it is 
the rule rather than the exception that they gather their material 

^^See the recent symposium entitled “Applied Social Research in 
Policy-Formation,” 16 Philosophy of Science (1949), 161-349; R. Dahl, 
“The Science of Public Administration,” 7 Public Administration Review 
(1947), 1-11; H. Simon, “A Comment on The Science of Public Admin¬ 
istration,* ” ibid., 200-3, and also his Administrative Behavior, pp. 248-55. 
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with the immediEte objective of putting it to use in suggesting some 
projected reform of the political structure or process. At the same 
time as new factual relations are uncovered, the investigator feels 
free, even compelled by the orientation of his discipline as a 
whole, to pass judgment on how this new knowledge ought to be 
used. In political research scientific method has therefore been 
conceived as involving, on the one hand, the accumulation of new 
information about the political system, and on the other, the ac¬ 
ceptance of these facts for the purpose of showing at once how they 
can be used to revamp some part of the political structure. If some 
judgment must be passed, it would seem that those interested in 
the immediate application of their knowledge are predominant to¬ 
day in political research. 

It is customary in political science to describe these sugges¬ 
tions for reform as theories. In this sense, therefore, it would be 
true to say that facts are indeed collected within a “theoretical” 
framework. Clarity about the nature of political research, however, 
requires us to distinguish just what we mean when we call the ap¬ 
plication of political knowledge, theoretical thinking, and to show 
its relation to causal theory. 

When students of political life speak of theoretical discus¬ 
sion in relation to political structure and activity, they usually 
mean that someone has an idea or a “theory” about how to 
overcome what he considers a defect in political life. This use of 
the word appears very early in literature, in Bryce, for example 
who hoped that his Modern Democracies would “be serviceable 
to those who are interested in the practical [meaning factual] 
rather than the theoretical [meaning reformative] aspects of poli¬ 
tics.” Theory in this sense is entirely different from causal or 
conceptual theory, the theory of pure science. Here differences oc- 

Modern Democracies, Vol. I, p. 8. Of course, in spite of his best 
intentions, Bryce is just as much interested in remedies as he is in the 
description of what he finds. Cf., for example: “To find the type of institu¬ 
tions best calculated to help the better and repress the pernicious tendencies 
is the task of the philosophic enquirer, who lays the foundations upon which 
the legislator builds.” Ibid., p. 10. 
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cur over “theories” or proposals for reform, not over generalized 
modes of analysis for empirical research. 

When we speak of theories in this reformative sense we 
are performing two kinds of mental operations. In the first place, 
when we suggest that a particular reform, such as the centraliza¬ 
tion of authority over most governmental agencies in the hands of 
the President, is desirable, we imply that we have a standard of 
preference in terms of which this reform can be approved. The 
theory involved here, therefore, is in part value theory. We are 
proposing that our preferences be accepted as desirable and that 
they set the objectives for reform. Our proximate goal may be cen¬ 
tralization of administrative authority; but our ultimate goal is re¬ 
lated to something we call good government, and presumably we 
could elaborate, in terms of a broad value theory, just what we 
mean by this phrase. To take a further example, when a theoreti¬ 
cal discussion arises as to the role of pressure groups, it often 
takes the form of dispute over whether or not they are desirable 
and necessary in a democracy. This is essentially a problem in value 
theory and, as we shall see in a later chapter, has its own rules 
of procedure. The issue is whether the existence of pressure groups 
is compatible with various constellations of values of the disputants. 

But proposals for reform involve, in the second place, an¬ 
other kind of mental operation. Wc take whatever knowledge we 
have of the way in which institutions function and use it to specify 
the kind of changes necessary in our structure and activity if our 
goals arc to be achieved. Wc theorize or speculate on the relation 
of various alternative procedures to the given goals. Wc often de¬ 
scribe as theory this speculation on the application of knowledge 
to a specific situation. Theoretical differences in this respect mean, 
therefore, disagreements about the results of proposed changes in 
political structure. Presumably the differences are termed theoreti¬ 
cal because they refer to a future situation the results of which can 
be contemplated only in the abstract. Reformative theory conse¬ 
quently involves both an implication about one’s ultimate moral 
position and a statement of the proposed means for realizing it. 
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This is usually called applied theory or, properly, applied science. 

A review of the literature reveals the amazing extent to 
which preoccupation with applied or reformative theory has tended 
to act as an intellectual substitute for the utterly different task of 
conceptual theory, even though ultimately the merit of the latter lies 
in its usefulness for social reconstruction. There are of course 
numerous important exceptions in which pure causal analysis has 
played the predominant role, as for example in the early work of 
Merriam and in a good deal of the work of Lasswell, Key, and 
Gosnell, to mention a few. But the vast bulk of research has dealt 
with problems of reformative or applied as against pure science. 

It sounds perhaps inconsistent to speak here of the reforma¬ 
tive orientation of political research when I mentioned earlier that 
contemporary research shows a strong commitment to the status 
quo. The fact is, however, that proposals for reform have for the 
most part been confined to minor adjustments in the existing mech¬ 
anisms, rather than to the contemplation of the value of more dras¬ 
tic revisions or to research into the fundamental generalizations ex¬ 
plaining political change. Furthermore, it may seem anomalous and 
even perverse to speak of the policy interest of political science as 
a handicap in any sense when the latest tendency of contemporary 
social science is to try to reach out to practical life, in these critical 
times, and to emerge from the ivory tower into which it has some¬ 
times been accused of retiring. Students of society are now seek¬ 
ing to link all social science to social policy. However, my point 
will be, not that political science must now refrain from using its 
knowledge, imperfect as it may be, to help solve social diflicultics, 
but that in using it in this way political scientists ought to recon¬ 
sider carefully what they are doing—the relation of their activity to 
pure research and the extent to which their limited collective re¬ 
sources ought to be devoted to each legitimate phase of research.'® 

For the continuing value of applied science even for purposes of 
social theory sec S. A. Stouffer. “Some Afterthoughts of a Contributor to 
‘The American Soldier,’” in R. K. Merton and P. F. I.azarsfcld (cds.). 
Continuities in Social Research (Glencoe, 111.: Free Press, 1950), pp. 197- 
211 . 



82 / The Political System 

We can dip again into the background of contemporary re¬ 
search to see how, at an early time, a pattern was set that has 
since prevailed, even with respect to the mingling of the discovery 
and application of knowledge. Woodrow Wilson’s Congressional 
Government is an admirable example of this tendency; the early 
date of its publication is secondary because a description of its 
orientation applies equally well to a large portion of contemporary 
research. Indeed, it is especially significant since it stands near the 
beginning of the scientific movement in political research and yet 
deliberately outside it. But in spite of the fact that art appealed to 
Wilson as the most fruitful approach to human relations, his at¬ 
titude toward the use of his common-sense knowledge fell into the 
same pattern as a large part of subsequent scientific work. 

Contrary to his own image of his work as one in which he 
was “pointing out facts—diagnosing, not prescribing remedies,” 2 ® 
Wilson is reformative rather than purely descriptive in his study. He 
is interested in demonstrating that only a particular kind of political 
organization will meet the standards of the political system he pre¬ 
fers. His goal is responsible use of power, and by this he seems to 
mean strict accountability to the electorate for the use of political 
power. Accordingly, his approach to the Congressional system is, 
What kind of institutional arrangements will help to produce the 
kind of results in which I am interested? He is not concerned to ask 
questions like the following: How can I analyze the various factors 
determining the way in which the American political system func¬ 
tions? What kind of theory or set of related hypotheses can I state 
to guide me in my selection of relevant data? 

These two kinds of questions are of course not contradic¬ 
tory but rather supplementary. The latter is posed in order to be 
able to answer the former. Wilson, however, asks the first kind of 
question and expects to answer it without first explicitly having 
tried to discover the solution to the others. He sets the cart before 
the horse. He wants to discover how to achieve a given goal without 

^Congressional Government (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1885), p. 

315. 
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first having discovered the way in which the institutions he wishes 
to manipulate do in fact operate. This failure to put first things 
first has a confusing effect upon his whole analysis. It means that 
the reader is never quite certain whether the result is desirable 
and whether the means advocated will achieve this result if desired. 

The technology of his argument can be summarized very 
briefly, especially as it offers a substantive formula common 
among one category of political scientists today. By usiii" a new, 
realistic approach to politics as a means of penetrating behind the 
formal constitutional arrangements, Wilson seeks to show that no 
longer was power divided among the three branches of govern¬ 
ment, as the founding fathers had intended, but that it was now 
concentrated in the House of Representatives and within that body 
it was scattered in bits and pieces among the various committees. 
To this point he is simply describing certain facts. He then inter¬ 
prets the facts by drawing the conclusion that this divisiveness of 
power prevented the electorate from being able to locate just who 
was responsible for the legislation enacted. Clearly, without being 
aware of the fact, he is here stating a singular generalization, 
namely, that there is a relationship between the power of commit¬ 
tees in the House of Representatives and the attitudes and opinions 
of the population. More precisely, his hypothesis is that confusion 
about the locus of blame is correlated with the fragmentation of 
power in the House. “The more power is divided the more irre¬ 
sponsible it becomes.” This is his major hypothesis upon which 
the whole analysis turns. But instead of confronting himself with it 
for purposes of direct examination, he adopts it as his assumption?^ 

From this point forward, his argument must be convinc¬ 
ing. Accepting this assumption as true, then to achieve his goal, 
steps must be taken to collect the bits of power together and put 
them into the hands of someone or some group that can be easily 
identified. For this purpose he suggests the institution of what 

Ibid., p. 93. 

®*See also A. L. Lowell’s criticism of Wilson in Essays on Govern 
ment (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1892), pp. 46-8. 
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amounts to the British system of responsible ministries. One 
could analyze this proposal to demonstrate that it too rests on 
certain assumed hypotheses which Wilson fails to examine con¬ 
sciously. In effect, what Wilson has done is to base his argu¬ 
ment—for it is an argument rather than an analysis—on two un¬ 
examined premises: that fragmentation of real power confuses an 
electorate and that a responsible ministry concentrates power and 
clarifies responsibility under all circumstances. Assuming the va¬ 
lidity of these premises, the conclusion is obvious, and it is for this 
reason that his Congressional Government appears to be so cogent 
and convincing. He has assumed the premises of what he sets out 
to prove. 

Analysis of many contemporary political works would re¬ 
veal the same unhappy circular kind of reasoning. The major the¬ 
oretical assumptions are not elevated for careful statement and 
subsequent proof before the value-oriented task of suggesting 
changes in institutional arrangements is undertaken. We can see 
here that causal theory is crucial if only because it makes the re¬ 
search worker conscious of his assumptions or theoretical 
premises, and it thereby indicates the order of priority in research. 
Before attempting the applied task it was incumbent on Wilson to 
prove the hypothesis upon which his reformative suggestions were 
to rest. This is simply a matter of good logic, not of any abstract 
compulsive called scientific method. 

A random selection of any contemporary work on politics 
would show the prevalence today of the same prescriptive or re¬ 
formative approach to the subject matter. The primary question 
has been, not “how do the various institutions function?” but 
“how ought they to be improved?” Political research has sought to 
answer such questions as how we are to avoid the defects of the 
separation of power, to strengthen the two party system or ob¬ 
tain more responsible parties, to activate an apathetic citizenry, to 
create a strong public opinion, to improve the administrative serv¬ 
ices, or to centralize responsibility and blame when the national 
government acts. To discover answers to these questions it has been 
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necessary to uncover facts about the various kinds of political re¬ 
lations involved. But a paramount interest has been not in convey¬ 
ing information and theories about these relations but in suggesting 
how the political structure ought to be transformed. 

There is, to repeat, nothing inherently wrong with this 
procedure as long as the research worker is aware of what is taking 
place. Indeed, questions oriented to reform are the essential stimu¬ 
lus to pure research. Without this prompting to achieve a particular 
goal there would be little point in conducting research into the 
variables assumed to be related to that goal.^® As we shall see in 
a later chapter, the moral framework of the investigator sets his 
problems and thereby the major social incentive for any research. 
Furthermore, however inadequate causal knowledge may be, 
there is the constant pressure of the immediate need for political ac¬ 
tion to induce, and indeed, within almost any conception of social 
duty, to oblige political scientists to offer whatever information they 
have for the solution of these problems. Political life does not wait 
upon the social scientist but insists upon eliciting whatever solutions 
are available at the time. Attempts, therefore, to propose new 
means for achieving given objectives ought not to be deplored 
simply because they arc oriented towards reform. 

Here, however, the desideratum involves the extent to 
which the resources of political science ought to be devoted to 
matters of reform. At the least, the application of knowledge 
ought not to overshadow the discovery of general causal rela¬ 
tions; at the most, it ought to play only a secondary role in the 
first stages of a social science. Essentially the prescription of the 
means towards the achievement of a specified end is the most 
diflicult part of science. It assumes that political knowledge is suf¬ 
ficiently exact to permit of prediction, whereas even in the more 
advanced biological and natural sciences, such as in the medical 
sciences, with all their theory and capacity for experimentation 
lacking in political science, prediction is very treacherous and un- 

“ H. S. Dennison, “The Need for the Development of Political Science 
Engineering/* 26 American Political Science Review (1932), 241-55. 
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certain. The degree of success attainable in these fields, however, is 
a function of the reliability of the descriptive knowledge and the 
level of theory. This makes it possible to indicate the probable 
means for the attainment of a given goal, such as good health. 

To the extent that excessive attention to questions of politi¬ 
cal reform siphons off resources that might otherwise be devoted 
to the search for uniformities in political relations, the develop¬ 
ment of research towards theory is thereby retarded. I would stress 
again that nothing can be said against even the premature applica¬ 
tion of political knowledge; it is obviously vital to the ultimate 
utility of all research. My point is that the discussion of how politi¬ 
cal knowledge can be used to attain given objectives—what is often 
meant by theoretical inquiry—ought not to be substituted for gen¬ 
eral theory. The premature application even of causal knowledge 
ought not to be allowed to divert interest from the prior task of 
formulating theory in terms of which political science can heighten 
the reliability of its conclusions. It is dangerous to the maturation 
of a discipline if discussion of problems in application, although 
necessary and desirable by any standard, is allowed to crowd out 
research into conceptual theory based on causal knowledge. For 
purposes of research we must recognize each as a distinct, even 
though in the end related, matter. 

We can appreciate fully the separate roles of pure as com¬ 
pared with applied research if we speculate on how we would 
draw up a curriculum for political science, assuming that we had 
complete freedom and insisted upon institutionalizing the various 
logical aspects of the discipline. We could set aside part of our 
resources for the study and teaching of the pure science of politics. 
A hypothetical School of Pure Political Research would be de¬ 
voted to the search for the various levels of generalizations dis¬ 
cussed earlier and would ultimately attempt to cast all research 
into a general conceptual scheme. At the same time, however, it 
would be shortsighted and unrealistic to refuse to recognize that 
however inadequate the knowledge retailed by the school of pure 
science, the pressure of necessity would demand its continuing utili- 
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zation. Therefore, if we were to be ruthlessly logical in institu¬ 
tionalizing the two realms of research we would be compelled also 
to establish a School of Applied Political Research. 

The primary tasks of this school would be, first, to achieve 
some consensus on the goals for which political knowledge was to 
be used, since without this agreement the school would be divided 
into interminably disputing factions. In medicine and engineering, 
for example, the objectives are clear enough to permit action on the 
part of doctors and engineers, although from time to time a process 
of clarification and redefinition takes place. The second task of the 
applied school, however, would be to use whatever generalizations 
were available for the purpose of instructing its students on the 
application of the scientific knowledge to specific situations.-^ 
Whether this task could be met by a school of applied politics alone 
or whether the problem of practical political reform is so complex 
that only a school of applied social science as a whole would prove 
effective is a separate question. Whatever the case, we can conceive 
of a separate resource devoted to problems of application. As in the 
medical and engineering schools, their concentration on the special 
problems of application does not prevent the inclusion within their 

“ We ought to note carefully that the goal of an applied school 
would not be to train statesmen. Statesmanship is an art, not an applied 
science. It calls for the use of prudential in addition to scientific judgment in 
applying knowledge to specific cases. Where a social scientist seeks to act 
within the limits of his knowledge he can offer advice only to the extent that 
science can help to show the consequences of various alternatives. Since 
decisions must be made in practical affairs, where, even at its best, science is 
usually ignorant of some of the consequences, then the choice must include 
foresight based on prudence; it becomes the application not only of scienti> 
fic but also of prudential knowledge. Morris Cohen put this well when 
he wrote: “The foregoing considerations suggest the element of truth 
in the Aristotelian view that while physical science depends on theo¬ 
retical reason (nouns), practical social science involves more sound judgment 
(phroneisis). Sound judgment means ability to guess (or intuit) what is 
relevant and decisive, and to make a rapid estimate of the sum of a large 
number of factors that have not been accurately determined. In practice the 
statesman, the businessman, and even the physician may often find the 
suggestive remark of a novelist like Balzac of greater help than long chap¬ 
ters from the most scientific psychology, since the latter deals with elements, 
whereas in conduct we deal with whole situations.” M. R. Cohen, op. cit., 
p. 465. 
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walls of scientists devoted to pure research, but the emphasis and 
tone of the schools are towards application. 

The mere fact that wc do not have such a division into pure 
and applied institutions in political research, that it is unlikely that 
such a division will be introduced within the foreseeable future, 
and that there may be no real need to set up separate organizations 
devoted to each kind of activity does not destroy the lesson be¬ 
hind this speculation. Whatever the organizations we might adopt 
for the training of political scientists, we ought to recognize the dif¬ 
ferent natures of these two kinds of research. 

Today in political science there is little clear distinction be¬ 
tween pure and applied research; in the same classroom and in the 
same research worker attention must be divided between the two 
areas. As a result research workers have overlooked the intrinsic 
difference between the two. Efforts at application are always 
initially the more appealing and in a short-run sense, because of 
the tremendous difficulties confronting pure research, the more 
easily undertaken. The study of causal relations as a distinct en¬ 
terprise has therefore been jeopardized and the whole problem 
of systematic theory has been driven deep into the recesses of po¬ 
litical research, where it is scarcely visible. 

In conclusion, we can say that the knowledge today avail¬ 
able in political science for an understanding of political life falls 
far short, not so much of what is desirable, which is obvious, but 
of what is possible with the tools of analysis and research at hand. 
There is, of course, no single source of these shortcomings. But 
certainly one vital cause is the deep-seated indifference in polit¬ 
ical science as a whole to its conception of the nature of 
political research. In the large, students of political life have 
shown a continued reluctance to question the methodological prem¬ 
ises of their research. For this reason it has been possible for 
them to adopt quite unwittingly a conception of research that has 
necessarily narrowed the scope of their conclusions and the re¬ 
turns for their efforts. 
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As we have just seen, over the years political science 
has emerged as a fact-gathering and reforming discipline. While 
verification of theory obviously requires the accumulation of facts 
and social utility demands the application of knowledge, never¬ 
theless excessive emphasis on these aspects of research has both 
reflected and contributed to the concealment of the necessary theo¬ 
retical foundation for any mature understanding of the political 
system. In concentrating on the accumulation of facts, political 
science has neglected the general framework within which these 
facts could acquire meaning to transcend any particular time and 
place. And in becoming preoccupied almost exclusively with prob¬ 
lems of applying this factual information, political science has 
impeded its own movement towards a fundamental understanding 
of political life, a kind of knowledge that would place the re¬ 
lation of means to ends on a secure foundation. 



Chapter 


The Orientation of Political Research 


Although the nuclei of sciences can be 
profitably pointed out, the boundaries are an 
experimental matter to be determined by 
the limits of fruitful and coherent investigation, 
George E. G. Catiin 

In the discussion up to this point I have sought to show 
that useful knowledge about actual political relations, an under¬ 
standing of the way people act in political life, requires sus¬ 
tained attention to systematic theory. Although some social sci¬ 
entists today are prone to challenge the possibility of obtaining 
the kind of generalizations required for the construction of ma¬ 
ture theory, 1 have suggested that such knowledge is in principle 
well within the realm of achievement. At the same time, how¬ 
ever, as the preceding two chapters have brought out, by the 
very nature of the way American political science has conceived 
of its research in the past half-century, it has aborted the de¬ 
velopment of any major interest in theoretical inquiry. Since it 
has seldom paused to examine the methodological premises of its 
own research, political science has been able to oSer little guid- 

90 
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ance about the kind of understanding of political life it either 
sought or considered desirable. 

Now that we have discussed the kind of knowledge nec¬ 
essary for a reliable understanding of the way the political sys¬ 
tem functions and some general characteristics of the knowledge 
actually available in political science, we arc prepared to move 
forward to another class of questions. These deal with problems 
that would arise if political science were to address itself delib¬ 
erately and seriously to the task of formulating a conceptual 
framework. 

There is an almost unlimited range of problems confronting 
such theoretical research. From these, for reasons that will become 
apparent as we proceed, I have selected only three: the basic 
concepts needed to orient research to political as distinct from 
other kinds of subject matter (Chapters 4 and 5); the categories 
of data that must be taken into consideration in any piece of re¬ 
search (Chapters 6, 7, and 8); and finally, the role that value 
judgments play in the formulation of theory (Chapters 9 and 10). 

As I have indicated, these problems are by no means ex¬ 
haustive or exclusive of those that require discussion; they are 
just three among a number of urgent ones. They will, however, 
be sufficient for present purposes. The reason is that the 
limits of this work relieve me of the obligation to inquire into 
more than a sampling of the issues raised in the formulation of 
theory. My purpose has not been to sketch even in broad out¬ 
line a possible theory of the political system but simply to urge 
consideration for the need to undertake an examination of such a 
theory. The discussion here of a few of the barriers to a general 
theory is offered, therefore, only as an illustration of the areas 
into which the quest for theoretical knowledge must move re¬ 
search. And even with regard to these matters, although a sub¬ 
stantive answer to them will in fact appear, my primary interest 
will really lie in the kind of issues they raise. 

From this starting point it is apparent that disagreement 
with what follows could conceivably take one of two forms: It 
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might challege the importance of the problems that I identify as 
relevant to the construction of theory; or it might accept their 
importance but reject or take exception to some parts of the 
substantive answers. From the viewpoint of this work, objections 
of the latter sort would in the long run be less consequential. 
Let us assume that the reader should conclude that political sci¬ 
ence is not what I suggest it is, that my classification of data for 
analyzing a political situation is totally inadequate, and that 1 have 
misinterpreted the moral foundations of research. My long-run 
purposes would nevertheless be fulfilled if the reader should agree 
first, about the place, need, and general properties of systematic 
theory in political research, and second, that on any scale of rele¬ 
vance the points raised here are central to the development of 
such theory. 


1. The Need for Orienting Concepts 

If we direct our attention to systematic theory, clearly the 
preliminary question facing us would be "‘just what are we to talk 
about?” The question is so obvious and elementary that it seems 
almost ridiculous to ask it. Presumably we might answer, “po¬ 
litical science,” but of course this reply does not carry us very 
far. What we would need to know is how we are to orient our¬ 
selves to the things that we have learned to call political. Where 
does the political begin and end, and how is it distinguishable if 
at all, from other kinds of data that we call economic, sociolog¬ 
ical, psychological, and so on through the whole catalogue of the 
established social sciences. The very idea of systematic theory, in 
other words, raises the question of the gross outlines of the con¬ 
crete empirical system to which a system of theory is to refer. 

Initially the outline must be gross for the simple reason 
that if we sought a refined version of all the significant variables 
included within a concrete political system, then at the very start 
we would need to have what we were setting out to find, a con- 
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ceptu^l framework. We seek the latter because through it we 
would be able to identify the significant variables necessary to 
explain political activities and to show their interrelations. This 
is a task of the highest order of intellectual abstraction, and fail¬ 
ing the instantaneous illuminating flash of insight of a political 
Newton, we must begin with the very simplest frame of refer¬ 
ence. This frame of reference consists of those broad concepts 
which help to orient us to political data so that at the outset we 
have a rough sketch of the ground we must traverse. In political 
science this has traditionally been called the study of the nature 
and scope of the discipline. 

Discussion of the limits of political science has today fallen 
into disrepute. At one time, at the turn of this century, when po¬ 
litical science was still in process of discarding its swaddling 
clothes, it was a popular enterprise to inquire into the general 
characteristics of this new offspring. Political scientists sought to 
convince themselves and others that it was a legitimate progeny of 
social science. But within a short time, having established itself as 
a full-fledged and undoubted member of the family of social sci¬ 
ences, there was no further point in pursuing this line of self¬ 
conviction and self-justification. With morale high in the disci¬ 
pline, discussions of scope as a live topic could pass out of the 
journals into the introductory or concluding chapters of texts, 
where they now usually appear as a more or less sterile issue 
about which custom demands a few words. Once political sci¬ 
ence became a separate teaching field in the United Stales, the 
important part of research was to get down to the business of in¬ 
vestigating the facts of political activity, not to dispute inter¬ 
minably about its boundaries. In the long run political science has 
become what the political scientist docs, and political science to¬ 
day reflects this expedient apathy concerning its limits. 

For sound reason dispute over the province of political 
science all but vanished. When the discipline was younger as an 
empirical science in our modern sense, the reservoir of factual 
knowledge was slight, the need for plunging into the collection of 
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more data was great, and talk about the metes and bounds of po¬ 
litical research was artificial, even presumptuous, when so little 
empirical investigation had actually been undertaken. Premature 
definition at this stage might easily have led to the narrowing of 
the horizon in research. And further, since factual data were so 
scarce, much of the discussion of what the limits of political 
science ought to be were pure guesses, expressions of prejudice or 
speculation in a vacuum. 

The deep and almost bitter sarcasm with which Arthur 
Bentley—^whose contribution to the evolution of American politi¬ 
cal science we are only now just beginning to acknowledge—re¬ 
fers to the writings about scope, suggests that those who wanted to 
get on with the task of actual research had been driven to the 
limits of their patience. “Ought we not,” he queries, “to draw a 
distinction in advance between [the study of politics] and other 
varieties of social activity, so that we can have our field of 
study defined and delimited at the outset? The answer is No. 
Many a child, making paper toys, has used his scissors too con¬ 
fidently and cut himself off from the materials he needs. That is 
an error to avoid. Instead, we shall plunge into any phenomena 
or set of phenomena belonging to the roughly recognized field of 
government. ... If any of these things lead us to interesting 
paths we shall be prepared to follow them, heedless of defini¬ 
tions. Who likes may snip verbal definitions in his old age, 
when his world has gone crackly and dry.” ^ 

Bentley’s evident frustration at the importance attached in 
his day to the scope of politics clouded a usually clear intelligence. 
However much he himself sought to avoid mentioning the scope of 
political research, at the appropriate stage in his own volume on 
The Process of Government he was compelled, in spite of his 

' A. F. Bentley, The Process of Government (Bloomington, Ind.: 
Principia Press, 1949, 1st publ. 1908), p. 199. A. W. Small in his “Fifty 
Years of Sociology in the United States (1865-1915),” 21 American Journal 
of Sociology (1916), 721-864 on pp. 820-3, shows how equally surfeited 
another social science was becoming with agitation about the boundaries 
of the various disciplines. 
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verbal brickbats, to question himself about the limits of his own 
data. He felt the need to explore the meaning of “political phe¬ 
nomena,” ^ a concealed way of talking about scope. By coming at 
the matter indirectly and implicitly he managed to deceive himself 
about the utility of such an inquiry. The real problem that he faced, 
therefore, was not whether he should postpone the question of 
limits to an old and senile age, but whether he was to sneak it in 
through the back door or introduce it as a legitimate topic. Since 
he was anxious to get on with the examination of political phenom¬ 
ena, a task obviously prior for his period, no serious objection 
could be raised to his inconsistent and devious procedure. 

Today, however, the condition and quantity of political 
knowledge has changed radically. Political science has accumu¬ 
lated bulging inventories of facts and their insistent pressure drives 
it towards an effort to draw these facts together into some mean¬ 
ingful whole. Political research is now, however, suffering the 
consequences for the failure to clarify, at the time when discus¬ 
sions of scope were prominent, the true relation of its facts to an 
understanding of political life. Political scientists are led to mis¬ 
construe the earlier historically conditioned need to set aside ques¬ 
tions about the limits of political science as a sign of the perma¬ 
nent sterility of such inquiry. 

Furthermore, it has become much more difficult to revive 
this question for permanent incorporation into analytical inquiry 
because the trend today is to search for the unity among the so¬ 
cial sciences, not their elements of differentiation. The result is 
that if political science were to raise again the question of bound¬ 
aries, it would appear to leave itself open to the accusation of dis¬ 
playing an invidious narrowness in relation to social research, 
seeking, like the medieval monopolistic guilds, to stake out a claim 
to a private jurisdiction. It would appear to be excluding others 
for purely arbitrary, self-centered, and professional reasons from 
grounds that ought to be common to all. To revive questions of 
scope, therefore, is to bring down upon oneself the threat of ex- 

* Ibid., p. 259. 
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communication by the avant-garde in social research which seeks 
for elements of unity rather than differentiation.® And yet, in spite 
of the historical decline of interest in the question of limits and 
in spite of the jeopardy in which political scientists might place 
their reputation among fellow social scientists, the concern for 
systematic theory irresistibly leads back to an inquiry into the 
province of the political discipline. 

It would, however, be too ambitious at this juncture in 
political research, when theory has been relegated to the back¬ 
ground, to attempt to define the core of the field to the satisfac¬ 
tion of most students. This task must wait until a much later 
date when systematic theory has been brought to some level of 
maturity. We can nevertheless undertake to stake out some of the 
broadest concepts to orient us to political data and to serve as an 
initial guide in developing systematic theory. We require a few 
fundamental or key concepts to help us locate political science on 
the general map of social science; otherwise we would have no 
point of departure from which to begin any attempt to formulate 
theory. 


2. The Idea of a Political System 

Essentially, in defining political science, what we are seek¬ 
ing are concepts to describe the most obvious and encompassing 
properties of the political system. As I indicated earlier, the 
idea of a politieal system proves to be an appropriate and indeed 
unavoidable starling point in this search. Although there is often 
uncertainty about the unity of political science as a discipline, most 
students of political life do feel quite instinctively that research 
into the political aspects of life does differ from inquiry into any 
other, sufficiently so to constitute a separate intellectual enterprise. 
These students have been acting on the unexpressed premise that 

® L. Wirth (ed.), ‘The Social Sciences, One or Many,” Eleven Twenty- 
Six (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1940), pp. 113-52. 
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the phenomena of politics tend to cohere and to be mutually re¬ 
lated. Such phenomena form, in other words, a system which is 
part of the total social system and yet which, for purposes of an¬ 
alysis and research, is temporarily set apart. 

In the concrete world of reality not everything is signi¬ 
ficantly or closely related to what we call political life; certain kinds 
of activity are more prominently associated with it than others. 
These elements of political activity, such as governmental organi¬ 
zations, pressure groups, voting, parties, and other social elements 
related to them, such as classes, regional groupings, and so forth, 
all show close enough interaction to be considered part of the po¬ 
litical process. They are, of course, part of the whole social proc¬ 
ess and therefore are part of analytical systems other than the 
political. But they do show a marked political relevance that is 
more than purely accidental or random. If they were accidental 
there would be little point in searching for regularities in political 
activity. 'Ihc search for recurrent relationships suggests that 
the elements of political life have some form of determinate rela¬ 
tion. The task of research is to discover what these arc. In short, 
political life constitutes a concrete political system which is an 
aspect of the whole social system. 

We must recognize, as 1 have intimated, that ultimately all 
social life is interdependent and, as a result, that it is artificial to 
isolate any set of social relations from the whole for special at¬ 
tention. But this artificiality is imposed upon political scientists 
by the need for simplification of their data. Since everything is 
related to everything else, the task of pursuing the determinants 
of any given relation would be so vast and ramifying that it 
would defy any tools of investigation available either to the social 
or physical sciences. Instead, political science is compelled to ab¬ 
stract from the whole social system some variables which seem to 
cohere more closely than others, much as price, supply, demand, 
and choice among wants do in economics, and to look upon 
them as a subsystem which can be profitably examined, tempo¬ 
rarily, apart from the whole social system. The analytic or mental 
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tool for this purpose is the theoretical system (systematic theory). 
It consists, first, of a set of concepts corresponding to the impor¬ 
tant political variables and, second, of statements about the rela¬ 
tions among these concepts. Systematic theory corresponds at the 
level of thought to the concrete empirical political system of 
daily life. 

It is now clear why an initial step in developing systematic 
theory must be an inquiry into the orienting concepts of the sys¬ 
tem under investigation. If the object of such theory is to identify 
all the important variables, some criteria are required to deter¬ 
mine relevance or importance. We require some knowledge at 
the outset about the kind of activity in general that we describe 
as political before we can examine political life more closely to 
identify its components. Without some guide to the investigator 
to indicate when a variable is politically relevant, social life would 
simply be an incoherent wilderness of activities. 

At first sight, to be sure, and, for that matter, even upon 
closer examination, political science does not seem to possess 
this systemic coherence. There seem to be no broad variables 
common to the whole discipline; instead there seems to be a large 
number of heterogeneous fields. For the sake of illustration we 
might notice that the list of doctoral dissertations in progress at 
any one time seems to be made up of a fantastic agglomeration 
of subjects. In one year dissertations dealt with such diverse sub¬ 
jects as the following:^ the effect of humanism on American 
thinking, content-response analysis in magazines, impact of war on 
government publicity, philosophy of Niebuhr, majority rule and 
minority representation as provided by the electoral system of 
the limited vote, case study of the Nation, development of prize 
law, study of methodology in the social sciences, informational ac¬ 
tivities of the State Department, political aspects of birth control, 
foreign policy of the American Legion, Senate Judiciary Com¬ 
mittee, violence in labor disputes, removal of public officers, 
problems of non-voting, the Chinese Foreign Office, welfare 

M2 American Political Science Review (1948), 759-80. 
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clause of the Constitution, patents and copyrights, third-degree 
practices in the administration of justice, municipal licensing, 
county functions, woman’s rights movements, fear of Bonapartism 
in France, international federation, and the interposition of states 
on behalf of nationals having interests in foreign corporations. 

A search for unity out of this variegated manifold does in¬ 
deed tax one’s ingenuity. Throwing up their hands in defeat 
when confronted with such heterogeneity, some political scientists 
have ventured the opinion that this is the great weakness of their 
discipline; it lacks the intrinsic unity necessary to make a 
science. Without this essential unity there can be no cohesion of 
subject matter. It cannot constitute a system. If it is true that po¬ 
litical science is fragmentized into a large number of fields, re¬ 
lated only in that they deal with men in society or with some¬ 
thing loosely called governmental problems, then certainly from 
the very beginning the search for a few central, common con¬ 
cepts would turn out to be futile. 

One thing, however, is certain. Political scientists are not in¬ 
terested in all kinds of facts in the world. Some process of selec¬ 
tion does take place. Quite instinctively, if only as a result of 
slavish adherence to their training, they turn their attention to a 
kind of fact that differs radically from the kind other social 
scientists usually study. For example, a political scientist, if he 
is wise, does not attempt to voice a professional or authoritative 
opinion on the relation of the breakdown of family life to per¬ 
sonal insecurity common in modern society, or on the relation of 
fluctuating price levels to depressions. His interest leads him to 
focus on other matters related to these and yet distinctively apart. 
However diffuse political science may appear to be, there can 
be no doubt that “political” refers to a separable dimension of hu¬ 
man activity. 

The origins of this separable interest lie buried in the dif¬ 
ferences that distinguish all the social sciences, each from the 
other. This means that in order to appreciate fully the individual¬ 
ity of political science, and its systemic character, we must turn 
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for a moment to the broader question of the historical and logical 
reasons for the the separation of the various social sciences into in¬ 
dependent fields of study. This will provide the clue essential for 
the discovery of the major orienting concepts implicit within politi¬ 
cal research. 


3. The Divisions Among the Social Sciences 

The historical need for a division of labor in social re¬ 
search accounts in some measure for the separate and independ¬ 
ent® existence of any social discipline. If this were the only 
reason, however, there would be little ground for disputing the 
contention of some historians that the growth of specialization in 
the social sciences is largely, if not purely, a matter of historical 
accident. The work entailed in the study of society required some 
kind of division, and from the historical point of view one kind 
might seem just as logical or expedient as the other. Yet, ordinary 
acquaintance with the social sciences docs suggest, and close ex¬ 
amination confirms, that the original, common, and undifferenti¬ 
ated body of social knowledge underwent a logical development of 
its own and that, under the impact of the rapid expansion of 
knowledge, this evolution ultimately led each of the social dis¬ 
ciplines to branch off from the parent stem. There is, to be sure, 
a purely historical basis for the division of knowledge as we 
know it today, for without the progressive accretions to the fund 
of social data in each generation, there would be no need or pur¬ 
pose behind specialization. But the intrinsic logic of the develop¬ 
ment is the vehicle which gave direction to the historical process 
of fragmentation and specialization. 

In elaboration of these conclusions the following discussion 
ought not to be interpreted as a plea for the continuation of con- 

® “Independent” does not mean that the problems of any social science 
are unrelated to the other social sciences; it means only that there are sys< 
temic differences appropriate and necessary for the purposes of simplifying 
complex social data. 
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temporary specialization in the social sciences. Rather, I adopt 
as a premise and a continuing conviction that specialization has 
in fact been carried to such an extreme today that the whole 
body of social knowledge threatens to disintegrate into a multitude 
of intellectual feudalities. Each specialist is sovereign in his own 
field. Each specialty appropriates its own concepts, jargon, and 
its unique techniques, with the obvious result that each area of 
specialization is virtually a foreign domain to its neighbor. Today 
this condition has stimulated a movement towards a re-integration 
of our compartmentalized knowledge which should go a long way 
towards remedying these defects.® But even if the social 
sciences, for teaching and applied purposes, do achieve a measure 
of integration and unification, there can be no doubt that to con¬ 
tinue creative additions to social knowledge at the higher levels 
of inquiry, the distinctions among various areas of research will 
have to be maintained. Even though the future must witness an 
increase in the rate of cross-fertilization and in the degree of co¬ 
operation among the social sciences, there are few realists who en¬ 
vision the ultimate fusion and disappearance of all specialties into 
one body of knowledge. 

To telescope into a few brief phrases the evolution of the 
social sciences towards their present excessively specialized state 
cannot do justice to its complicated, tortuous nature. Over the past 
twenty-five hundred years the central body of knowledge about 
social matters has undergone a complete transformation. At one 
time this knowledge was unified and largely undifferentiated, and 
it was the proper topic for discussion by any articulate person 
who wished to contribute his share to an understanding of society. 
Today, in contrast, the original body of unspccialized knowledge 
has gradually been reduced in quantity and scope by the divorce 
from it of the separately organized contemporary social sciences. 
From an era, several centuries ago, of integrated, unified knowl¬ 
edge, we have today arrived at a period of extreme specializa¬ 
tion. The weight of all empirical knowledge has become too 

• See L. Wirth, op. cit. 
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heavy for any one person to carry and too intensive for any one 
scholar to digest and develop in creative research. 

In no small degree this trend towards specialization has 
been imposed by the historical accumulation of knowledge to 
which we are heirs. Until the eighteenth century, the moral 
sciences, as the social sciences were then known, possessed greater 
unity than diversity. So broad was the range of subject matter with 
which the moral philosopher dealt that he was truly a universal 
student of society. But with the increase in the rate of research 
by the beginning of the nineteenth century, economics, through 
the efforts of Adam Smith, and sociology, in the work of Auguste 
Comte, began to pry themselves loose from the main body of so¬ 
cial thinking. Psychology, too, had by that time made some prog¬ 
ress in separating itself from philosophy. And by the end of the 
century, anthropology, inspired by the work of the Scottish 
school at an earlier period, emerged from its swaddling clothes. 

Of all the areas of social life, politics was the first to win 
the concentrated attention of men. The overwhelming interest of 
the ancient Greeks centered in the nature of the political system; 
Plato’s interest in human nature, for example, and in problems of 
education and other matters stemmed from his concern for the 
polls as a whole. Since an understanding of political life was thus 
the source of inspiration for the study of society, it might have 
been expected that political science would be one of the first to 
break away from the main body of moral philosophy. But the 
truth is that it was the last. Only after the other well-recognized 
social sciences had drifted away from the general body of knowl¬ 
edge, leaving a residue composed essentially of politics and 
general philosophy, did the growing weight of political data 
finally force political science as well to branch out on its own. 

Thus the purely physical need for a division of labor helps 
to account for the distinctions among the social sciences. This fact, 
however, cannot be used as a means for explaining the genuine 
deep-going differences in the data of these sciences. It could be 
argued, and often is, that the social sciences have grown up as 
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separate disciplines because—and only because—of this histori¬ 
cal necessity. The actual allocation of subject matter to the various 
disciplines is simply a matter of accident. It follows from this view 
that if the social problems with which the various disciplines now 
deal had been farmed out in a different way, what is today eco¬ 
nomics might conceivably deal, not only with typical economic 
problems, but also with what has usually been identified as typi¬ 
cal anthropological or political issues. Just as soon as the im¬ 
plications of the historical view arc spelled out in this way, it be¬ 
comes apparent that the division among the social sciences owes 
its existence to more than historical accident and the accumula¬ 
tion of knowledge. The separation and withdrawal of the various 
bodies of knowledge each from the other have a rationale of their 
own. 

Distinctions in social knowledge have existed from the be¬ 
ginning of human inquiry into society. They are implicit in the 
works of the earliest social philosophers even though, as already 
mentioned, the paucity of actual information about human activ¬ 
ity left it possible for any one individual to assimilate and com¬ 
ment upon the whole body of knowledge. These distinctions arise 
from the elemental fact that we are human beings who live in an 
organized society. To survive and continue any given mode of 
life we are confronted with the need to solve a variety of prob¬ 
lems at a given time and in a given place. As a result of the na¬ 
ture of this social life, men have been compelled to direct their 
attention to certain recurrent typical problems. The fact that we 
can turn to Plato or Aristotle or Machiavelli for insights into 
contemporary social problems vouches for the latter’s recur¬ 
rence. To answer these questions about the functioning of society 
itself and about the biological and psychological basis of human 
conduct, social investigators had to look at certain constella¬ 
tions or clusters of elements in the concrete world. Each major 
complex of questions demanding solution led to the scrutiny of a 
special coherence or system of these elements which later came to 
be called by the names of each of the social sciences. And this 
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process continues today. As new urgent questions arise new so¬ 
cial sciences emerge or old ones are fused together in a new 
synthesis. 

One kind of major set of questions which men have asked 
from time immemorial leads to the emergence of the body of po¬ 
tentially systemic knowledge we call psychology. What influence 
have the motivations of men on the emergence of social prob¬ 
lems? This is the key question. It is purely an abstraction be¬ 
cause it does not lead the interrogator to seek a solution to all 
the complications of social life at once. He is putting only a 
limited question. He hopes that when others who put limited ques¬ 
tions from other points of view get together with him or when he 
acquaints himself with their knowledge, he will be in a superior 
position to examine the problems of his world in their total com¬ 
plexity. From this desire, therefore, to know the extent to which 
human nature influences social events, men were prompted to 
turn to a detailed study of the way human beings behave in¬ 
dividually. 

Ultimately inquiry of this sort became the field of psy¬ 
chology; it gradually became apparent through the ages that to 
know something about individual human behavior certain kinds 
of data were very relevant, other kinds less relevant. The relevant 
kinds ultimately tended toward a coherent and organized body of 
facts, a system isolated from other social facts, which we know as 
psychology. Certain kinds of knowledge had to cluster together 
into this social science if its original question, dealing with individ¬ 
ual behavior, was to be answered. Through the process of re¬ 
search it was discovered that knowledge about prices or political 
authority was not directly relevant to this question and such data 
was set aside. Through a long process of selection, ultimately the 
psychological cluster alone remained. This process was not of a 
decade or two; it took centuries for the discipline to emerge as a 
relatively cohesive body of knowledge. But the questions which 
led to this discipline were asked by the earliest social philoso¬ 
phers and that is why it is impossible to return to Aristotle or 
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Plato, and even the Biblical literature, without obtaining some 
insights into what we identify today as a psychological matter. 

A similar process took place for each of the other social 
sciences. Each is a body of knowledge relating to a set of key 
issues in which society has shown a vital concern. The view here 
presented means, therefore, that any social science emerges for a 
deeper reason than mere historical accident or the need to divide 
the burden of research. It is in the logic of the situation that each 
separate, distinct, and vital set of questions posed, leads to the dis¬ 
covery that the answer involves the pursuit of ramifying paths of 
related knowledge. All the social sciences may well have a com¬ 
mon body of theory,*^ and the paths of the social sciences may 
cross and may be the same at some points for short distances. 
But each social discipline works out its own pattern or system 
since its motivating questions lead it to a different proximate goal, 
although the ultimate purposes to serve human needs are the same. 

Political science, too, arose in this way. The body of data 
which compose it grew up in response to some key questions, the 
answers to which men thought would help in the amelioration of 
their collective lives. These key questions set the initial orienta¬ 
tion of political research. The knowledge, therefore, that it is the 
motivating questions that distinguish the social sciences helps us 
to understand the subject matter of political science itself. It 
leads us to search for these questions, which, strangely enough, are 
not easily discovered. Although men who are political scientists 
have no doubt about the fact that they are political scientists— 
after all, they were trained as political scientists or they are paid 
by political science departments, a matter of no small importance 
—there is some doubt about why the congeries of subjects they 
discuss properly fall within the scope of politics or constitute 
variables within a concrete political system. 

Lack of awareness, and where awareness does exist, of 
agreement, about the major orienting concepts of political re- 

^T. Parsons, Essays in Sociological Theory Pure and Applied, 
chapter 3. 
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search is an index of the fact that this discipline is coming late 
into the field as a social science. Men will always difl[er about the 
reasons for their activity, but there does seem to be less agreement 
in political science than in most of the other social sciences. The 
task of the rest of this chapter and the next will be to identify 
the basic questions in search of an answer to which men have 
turned to the study of the distinctively political aspects of human 
activity. In this way we may be able to unearth a few integrative 
concepts that serve to identify the major characteristics of the 
political system. 


4. The Concept of the State 

Although there is little agreement on the key questions 
which orient political research, in the course of history two main 
schools of thought have developed. One directs itself to the study 
of political life by asking what are the nature and characteristics 
of the state; the other, by asking what can be understood about 
the distribution and use of power. We must examine the extent to 
which the question of either school leads to a gross frame of refer¬ 
ence revealing the most general and characteristic properties of 
political life. 

The weight of the discussion here will be that neither the 
state nor power is a concept that serves to bind together political 
research. Each has some merit but also has distinct shortcomings. 
It could be argued, of course, that political science ought to con¬ 
fine itself to something called the state or it ought to display an 
exclusive interest in power. To do this, however, would be to at¬ 
tempt to create a new field in the pattern of its designer. No such 
attempt will be made here since there is no evidence that politi¬ 
cal science shows any inherent limitations in its present focus to 
prevent it from answering the kind of questions it really asks. In 
the next chapter I shall suggest that this question is: How are 
values authoritatively allocated for a society? Hence, an attempt 
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at total revision would be needless and gratuitous. Here the objec¬ 
tive is simply to describe for purposes of clarification the major 
kinds of variables that scholars who deal with politics, whatever 
their personal inclinations, have been compelled to scrutinize in 
order to solve the questions they posed. The conclusion will 
be that we must reconstruct prevailing conceptions of the subject 
matter of political science if we arc to understand what has given 
political research its minimal coherence over the centuries. 

The opinion is broadly held that what draws the various 
divisions of political science together is the fact that they all deal 
with the state. “The phenomena of the state,” reads an elementary 
text, “in its varied aspects and relationships, as distinct from the 
family, the tribe, the nation, and from all private associations or 
groups, though not unconnected with them, constitute the subject 
of political science. In short, political science begins and ends with 
the state.” ® 

This description is deceptively simple. The truth is that it 
achieves greater success in confusing than in clarifying since it im¬ 
mediately begs the question as to the characteristics of the state. 
And to anyone who is familiar with the infinite diversity of re¬ 
sponses to this question, the suspicion must indubitably arise that 
it succeeds in substituting one unknown for another; for the un¬ 
known of “political science” we now have the unknown of the 
“state.” 

What is the state? One author claims to have collected one 
hundred and forty-five separate definitions.” Seldom have men dis¬ 
agreed so markedly about a term. The confusion and variety of 
meanings is so vast that it is almost unbelievable that over the last 
twenty-five hundred years in which the question has recurringly 
been discussed in one form or another, some kind of uniformity 

"J. W. Garner, Political Science ami Government (New York: 
American Book, 1928), p. 9. See also R. G. Gettcll, Political Science (rev. 
ed.. New York: Ginn, 1949), p. 19: “Since political science is the science 
of the state, a clear understanding of what is meant by the term ‘state’ is 
important.” 

"C. H. Titus, “A Nomenclature in Political Science,” 25 American 
Political Science Review (1931), 45-60, on p. 45. 
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has not been achieved. One person sees the state as the embodi¬ 
ment of the moral spirit, its concrete expression; another, as the 
instrument of exploitation used by one class against others. One 
author defines it as simply an aspect of society, distinguishable 
from it only analytically; another, as simply a synonym for gov¬ 
ernment; and still another, as a separate and unique association 
among a large number of other associations such as the church, 
trade unions, and similar voluntary groups. For those who ascribe 
to the state ultimate power or sovereignty within constitutional or 
customary limits there are corresponding thinkers who insist upon 
the limited authority of the state whenever a conflict of allegiance 
to it and to other associations arises. There is clearly little hope 
that out of this welter of differences anyone today can hammer 
out a meaning upon which the majority of men will genuinely, 
consistently, and constantly agree. When general agreement has 
sometimes arisen, small differences have usually become magni¬ 
fied and have laid the basis for new and forbidding disagreement. 
Hence it seems pointless to add a favored definition of my own to 
those already listed. 

After the examination of the variety of meanings a critical 
mind might conclude that the word ought to be abandoned en¬ 
tirely. If the argument is raised that it would be impossible to find 
a substitute to convey the meaning of this term, intangible and im¬ 
precise as it is, the reply can be offered that after this chapter the 
word will be avoided scrupulously and no severe hardship in ex¬ 
pression will result. In fact, clarity of expression demands this 
abstinence. There is a good reason for this. At this stage of our 
discussion we are interested in concepts that pick out the major 
properties of the concrete political system. If we were to use the 
concept of the state with its most widely adopted meaning today, 
we would find that it has a number of obvious shortcomings for 
an understanding of the political system. It describes the properties 
not of all political phenomena but of only certain kinds, exclud¬ 
ing, for example, the study of pre-state societies; it stands over¬ 
shadowed as a tool of analysis by its social utility as a myth; and 
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it constitutes at best a poor formal definition. Let us look at these 
three defects in this order. 

If political science is defined as the study of the state, can 
there be said to be any political life to understand in those com¬ 
munities in which the state has not yet appeared? Among the 
varied conceptions of the state today, the most generally accepta¬ 
ble view accords most closely with that offered by R. M. Maclver. 
In The Modern State^^ he sees the state, in modified pluralist vein, 
as one association among many with the special characteristic that 
it acts '^through law as promulgated by a government endowed to 
this end with coercive power, [and] maintains within a com¬ 
munity territorially demarcated the universal external conditions 
of social order/* The state is different, then, from other kinds of 
associations in that it embraces the whole of the people on a spe¬ 
cific territory and it has the special function of maintaining social 
order. This it does through its agent, the government, which 
speaks with the voice of law. Expressed in most general terms, the 
state comes into existence when there is a fixed territory, a 
stable government, and a settled population. In the United States 
this view, with incidental modifications, prevails in a major part of 
empirical political research that turns to the state as its focus of at¬ 
tention. The territorial state as we have known it since the Treaty 
of Westphalia has thus become the prototype from which the 
criteria for all political systems are derived. 

But prior to the seventeenth century, for the vast span of 
time in which men lived and governed one another, according to 
this interpretation of the state at least, no state was in existence. 
At most there was a truncated form of political life. Greece had its 
city-community, mistranslated today as the city-state; the Middle 
Ages had its system of feudalities; contemporary exotic communi¬ 
ties have their councils, leaders, and headmen. But, by definition, 
this modified pluralism denies that in these communities there is a 
fully-formed political system. These are transitional political 

(London: Oxford University Press, 1926). 

“ Ibid., p. 22. Italics in original. 
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forms, pre-states, or nascent states, and therefore of only passing 
interest to political scientists since their main concern is presum¬ 
ably with states fully developcd.^^ 

Not all scholars would agree when or where the state in this 
sense appears. But whatever the time and place, all preceding 
kinds of social life are considered to have been devoid of identifi¬ 
able political aspects. One student, for example, pushes back the 
appearance of the state to a very early period in human history. 
“The shift to agriculture,” he writes, “may have taken place first 
in the alluvial valleys of the Nile and Euphrates, or of the Chinese 
rivers. While these rich river-bottoms were enormously productive 
when cultivated, the surrounding regions afforded meager pastur¬ 
age. When a pastoral kinship group settled on the land, the State 
began. The group had already set up a government; it now 
acquired territoriality.” In this view, clearly, it took the establish¬ 
ment of a fixed territory to convert mere social life into political 
life. Not even the existence of government could inform the social 
existence of the pastoral kinship group with a political quality. The 
state being non-existent in pastoral groups, there could be little sub¬ 
ject matter for political research. 

Common sense alone, however, would compel us to deny 
this restriction upon political inquiry. The literature on contem¬ 
porary nomadic groups, for example, suggests that the strife within 


'■“Of all the multifarious projects for fixing the boundary which 
marks off political from the more general social science, that seems most 
satisfactory which bases the distinction on the existence of a political con¬ 
sciousness. Without stopping to inquire too curiously into the precise con¬ 
notation of this term, it may safely be laid down that as a rule primitive 
communities do not and advanced communities do manifest the political 
consciousness. Hence, the opportunity to leave to sociology the entire field 
of primitive institutions, and to regard as truly political only those institu¬ 
tions and those theories which arc closely associated with such manifestation. 
A history of political theories, then, would begin at the point at which the 
idea of the state, as distinct from the family and the clan, becomes a 
determining factor in the life of the community.” W. A. Dunning, A History 
of Political Theories (New York: Macmillan, 1902), pp. xvi-xvii. See also 
R. M. Maciver, op. cit., p. 338. 

'■E. M. Sait, Political Institutions (New York: Appleton-Century, 
1938), p. 131. 
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a migratory tribe for control of its movement and resources is 
exactly similar to what we would consider political struggle. Simi¬ 
larly, the investiture conflict in the Middle Ages was as highly 
charged with politics as any dispute today. And there is also a 
growing awareness that too little attention has been paid to the 
anthropological data about political life among primitive and non - 
literate peoples. Where there is any kind of organized activity, in¬ 
cipient as it may be, there, what we would normally call political 
situations, abound. Thus even if we could reach agreement to 
adopt as our meaning for empirical research the most general 
definition today given to the concept of the state, it must still fall 
short of providing an adequate description of the limits of political 
research. By definition it excludes social systems in which there 
can be no question that political interaction is an essential aspect. 

The historical origins of the term further help to explain 
both the difficulties we have with its meaning today and its unsatis¬ 
factory nature as an orienting concept. The truth is that the con¬ 
cept was originally less an analytical tool than a symbol for unity. 
It offered a myth which could offset the emotional attractiveness 
of the church and which later could counteract the myths of inter¬ 
nationalism and of opposing national units.^* 

As a concept the state came into frequent use during the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. It appears in Machiavelli’s 
The Prince although at that time it usually referred to officials of 
government or to the government itself, not to the political aspects 
of the whole community. Although it was not until the nineteenth 
century that the term developed its full mythical qualities, in the 
interval it served the growing needs of nationalism as against the 
universal claims of the medieval church and the particularistic com- 

Ibid., pp. 88-9; George H. Sabine, “State,” Encyclopaedia of 
the Social Sciences (New York: Macmillan, 1930), Vol. 14, pp. 328-32; 
R. Kranenburg (transl. by R. Borregaard), Folitical Theory (London: Ox¬ 
ford University Press, 1939), pp. 76-7; C. J. Friedrich, Constitutional Gov¬ 
ernment and Democracy (Boston: Little, Brown, 1941), chapter 1; F. Wat¬ 
kins, The State as a Concept of Political Science (New York: Harper, 1934); 
H. Finer, The Theory and Practice of Modern Government (London: 
Methuen, 1932), 2 vols., Vol I, chapter 1. 
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petition of the local feudal powers. It was especially vital as a sym¬ 
bol to combat the emotional appeal of the church. The varied ec¬ 
clesiastical institutions, officials, and governing bodies could be 
personified and crystalized in two words, the church. The grow¬ 
ing national territorial governments required a similar emotionally 
imbued concept, and they found it in the happy notion of the state. 
Men need not serve a government, a king, or an oligarchy; they 
could pledge their loyalties to a unity as transcendental and eter¬ 
nal as the church itself. Leaders and rulers may come and go, but 
the state is everlasting and above mundane dispute. Secular au¬ 
thority could thus hope to draw men’s allegiance with all the 
force of religion without depending wholly upon religion for its 
emotional appeal. 

The state concept became a crucial myth in the struggle for 
national unity and sovereignty. Its very vagueness and imprecision 
allowed it to serve its purposes well. Each man, each group, 
and each age could fill the myth with its own content; the state 
stood for whatever one wanted from life. But however diverse the 
purposes imputed to the state, it symbolized the inescapable unity 
of one people on one soil. By the nineteenth century the struggle 
of nation against church had been largely resolved in favor of the 
former, but new problems in the form of international conflict 
arose. In giving an ideological basis for the kind of national 
sovereignty with which we arc familiar, the concept of the state 
now reaches the height of its political utility. Each state can claim 
the ultimate loyalty of its members as against a class or an inter¬ 
national society because it, the state, in some mystical way now 
represents the supreme virtues.^’* 

Bearing in mind the actual history of the political use of 
the concept, it is difficult to understand how it could ever prove to 
be fruitful for empirical work; its importance lies largely in the 
field of practical politics as an instrument to achieve national 
cohesion rather than in the area of thoughtful analysis. We can, 

'“C. J. Friedrich, “Deification of the State,” 1 Review of Politics 
(1939), 18-30. 
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therefore, appreciate the difficulty into which we must fall if we 
attempt to treat the concept as a serious theoretical tool. And yet, 
for want of a superior set of guiding concepts, this is exactly what 
large numbers of practicing political scientists do attempt. 

This brings us to the last of the three shortcomings men¬ 
tioned earlier: the inadequacy of the state concept for depicting in 
general terms what it is the political scientist studies that distin¬ 
guishes him from other social scientists. The concept falls short of 
a satisfactory kind of definition. It defines by specifying instances 
of political phenomena rather than by describing their general 
properties. 

Basically the inadequacy of the state concept as a defini¬ 
tion of subject matter stems from the fact that it implies that politi¬ 
cal science is interested in studying a particular kind of institution 
or organization of life, not a kind of activity that may express it¬ 
self through a variety of institutions. For this reason, the use of the 
state concept, as we saw, could not explain why political scien¬ 
tists ought to be interested in forms of social life, such as non¬ 
literate and exotic societies, in which the state, at least as de¬ 
fined by modified pluralism, does not exist. No one could deny 
that political science is indeed interested in the state, as defined 
here, as one type of political institution. But it is equally apparent 
that political research today, stimulated by the knowledge made 
available by social anthropology, has begun to accept the fact 
that societies in which the so-called state institution is non¬ 
existent afford excellent material for a general understanding of 
political life. 

The major drawback of the state concept is thus revealed. 
It does not serve to identify the properties of a phenomenon that 
give the latter a political quality. At most, the state concept is 
usually just an illustration of one kind of political phenomenon, 
a comprehensive political institution. However, since there arc 
periods in history when such states did not exist, and perhaps the 
same may be true in the unknown future, the state is revealed as a 
political institution peculiar to certain historical conditions. Pre- 
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sumably in order to understand the full scope of political re¬ 
search, it would be necessary to specify in equal detail the kind of 
institutions to be studied in social systems from which the state is 
absent. The point here is that in practice the field of political science 
is usually described by the least desirable and least meaningful 
kind of definition, denotation. 

There are two substantially different ways of defining an 
object—by denotation and by connotation. You can say that a 
table belongs to the same class of objects as a desk, a work bench, a 
sideboard, and so on, enumerating a list of objects exhaustive at 
the time, which are considered to be part of the class in which 
table falls. But as time goes on, in all likelihood some new object 
would be constructed or discovered which would have to be added 
to the list. One would never really know why the new item fell in 
that class except for the vague feeling that it has something in 
common with other known members of the class. This is a denota¬ 
tive description of a class. 

Now, very often in the exploratory phases of research such 
a denotative definition is necessary simply because the general 
characteristics of a class are at first unknown. But as time passes 
attempts are always made to get at the general reason for estab¬ 
lishing the class—the properties that the things which fall into this 
class must have in common. Here the definition is by connotation. 
In the case of tables it is obvious that all these objects have in 
common legs or other supports topped by a flat surface. A rough 
connotative definition of a tabic might therefore be “an object 
with upright supports upon which rests a flat surface.” This would 
be a sufficiently general description of its properties to allow any 
person to tell clearly whether or not a new object falls into the 
class. 

The same standards of reasoning apply to the description 
of political science. As long as it is characterized as the study of the 
state, it must remain at the level of enumerating or denoting the 
various kinds of institutions which it examines. Once we ask. 
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however, just why political science studies the kind of institution 
often called the state together with other institutions in societies 
where states are acknowledged to be non-existent, we have a 
means of discovering the connotative meaning, that is, the general 
properties of any political phenomenon. Wc find that wc arc look¬ 
ing for a kind of activity which can express itself through a variety 
of institutional patterns. Since new social conditions call forth new 
kinds of structures and practices for the expression of this activity, 
the precise mechanism, whether it be an organizational pattern 
called a state or some other kind, is always a matter for empirical 
investigation. A general description of this activity, for the moment 
indifferent to its particular institutional pattern, would indicate the 
properties that an event must have to make it relevant for politi¬ 
cal science. To say, therefore, that in asking “what is the nature of 
the state?” political science is drawing attention to the core of its 
subject matter, is at best to mistake a part for the whole and to at¬ 
tempt to describe the properties of an activity by a single, even if 
important, instance. 


5 . The Concept of Power 

Although the state concept as such has seldom been di¬ 
rectly attacked or rejected, it has come in for oblique criticism 
from a long line of writers who see that the characteristic of politi¬ 
cal activity, the property that distinguishes the political from the 
economic or other aspect of a situation, is the attempt to control 
others. In this view the motivating question behind political re¬ 
search is “who holds power and how is it used?” It is true that 
most political scientists who adopt the power concept continue to 
speak of the state and seldom go so far as to argue that there is an 
intrinsic hostility between the two ideas in an empirical context. 
Nevertheless, the idea of the state usually recedes into the shadowy 
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of their empirical research and plays little part in their conclusions. 

The obvious merit of the power approach is that it identi¬ 
fies an activity, the effort to influence others. Prima facie this 
makes it superior to the institutional description of political life as 
the state. Any activity that is characterized by the general 
property of being able to influence others immediately acquires 
political relevance. Therefore, we have here at least a connotative 
definition. In spite of this and in spite of the prevalence today of 
the conviction that power lies at the heart of political research, my 
conclusion will nevertheless be that the idea of power, as it has 
been employed until quite recently, has failed to provide a 
rounded description of the gross subject matter of political science. 

Because the power concept has in the past been associated 
with doctrines that asserted the limitless power of government, 
students have traditionally adopted a deep suspicion towards this 
approach. Where a social philosopher has adopted the idea of 
power as central to his thinking, as in the case of Machiavelli or 
Hobbes, it has usually seemed to imply abusive coercion on be¬ 
half of the coercer. It has therefore appeared that this view of the 
central problem of politics must always carry with it a certain 
misanthropy towards life. Where political life seemed to be re¬ 
duced to a mere struggle for power, all the noble aims which the 
philosophers have depicted as the matrix of life seemed to crum¬ 
ble. 

In spite of these unhappy associations of the power ap¬ 
proach, however, some contemporary students of political science 
have succeeded in rehabilitating it as an orienting concept. They 
have discerned in it an activity which would lend itself to scientific 
study and which might cover the whole field of political life. Their 
great merit has been that they have made the power approach 
more respectable in the United States than it ever had been. They 
have converted it from a street urchin to an irreproachable child 
of the age. Indeed, it has become respectable enough today for 
courses on power to be offered in the universities and for widely 
used texts, such as Politics Among Nations by H. J. Morgen- 
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thau,^« American Politics by P. H. Odegard and E. A. Helms^^ and 
Politics Parties and Pressure Groups by V. O. Key^^ to use power 
as the central theme around which to weave their facts about politi¬ 
cal life. 

Despite this latter-day, hard-earned popularity, however, 
for a reason not difficult to find, the power approach must fail to 
convince us of its merits as an adequate, initial identification of 
the boundaries of political research. The reason for this is that 
power is only one of the significant variables. It omits an equally 
vital aspect of political life, its orientation towards goals other than 
power itself. Political life does not consist exclusively of a struggle 
for control; this struggle stems from and relates to conflict over the 
direction of social life, over public policy, as we say today in a 
somewhat legal formulation. Some attention to the work of George 
Catlin^® and Harold D. Lasswell,*® two of the most articulate 
architects of power theories, will point up the merits, inadequacies, 
and necessary modifications of an attempt to describe the limits of 
political science predominantly in terms of power relations. 

The work of Gatlin represents one of the few deliberate 
and serious efforts to build a systematic theory for the study of 
political life. In its attempt to construct an abstract analytical 
framework, his work blazes a trail, however rough, along which 
political science must ultimately follow. At the same time, however, 
it is a lesson of the pitfalls encountered in premature systematiza¬ 
tion, especially before the problems of theory formulation, basic 
concepts, and essential types of data-^ have been thoroughly aired 

^®(Ncw York: Knopf, 1948), p. 13: “International politics, like all 
politics, is a struggle for power.” 

(New York: Harper, 1947, 2nd ed.). See p. 1 where the authors 
quote with approval H. Lasswell's and M. Weber’s descriptions of politics 
as power. 

‘'‘See p. 3: “The sphere of politics . . . may be restricted primarily 
to an examination of those power or control relationships having to do with 
the machinery of government.” 

See especially A Study of the Principles of Politics and The Science 
and Method of Politics. 

““Particularly in Politics: Who Gets What, When, How (New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 1936) and with A. Kaplan in Power and Society. 

See chapters 6, 7, and 8. 
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and understood. We shall be concerned at this point only with 
Gatlin’s isolation of power as the primary and most inclusive vari¬ 
able of political life. 

Gatlin voices a common complaint against traditional polit¬ 
ical science. It is largely interested in political institutions, but un¬ 
fortunately these appear with relative rarity in the world. If we 
study the so-called state, there are less than seventy in all. How 
can one hope to discover highly probable generalizations about 
them when they are so few. The physical scientists would have lit¬ 
tle knowledge about their data if they had to confine themselves to 
less than a hundred atoms. In the same way, even if one takes 
political parties, legislatures, or any other political organization, the 
number available for study are so limited that comprehensive and 
stimulating comparison is almost impossible. Gatlin contends, 
therefore, that the reason for the relative backwardness of the 
study of politics as a science lies largely in its failure to isolate a 
political phenomenon which is repeated with a frequency sufficient 
for it to be studied exhaustively. Political data must be so repeti¬ 
tive that their functioning can be understood from the unlimited 
variety of available cases. 

Unconsciously emulating Gornewall Lewis, who a hun¬ 
dred years earlier had unsuccessfully attempted to lay the founda¬ 
tions for a science of politics, Gatlin in effect contends that 
“all political conduct is resolvable into a scries of political 
acts.” Only through the discovery of the distinctly political act 
will political science be able to find a datum as fundamental as that 
of the atom. Gatlin claims to have located this datum. It is the act 
of will, that is, the desire to execute one’s desires. Here, he says, in 
the act of will, is a fact which appears constantly in all human activ¬ 
ity. Whether we wish it or not, whether wc arc aware or totally ig¬ 
norant of it, all people seek to assert themselves, if only to retire 
from the society of men to seek nirvana. The act of withdrawal it¬ 
self requires sufficient influence over other wills so that this desire 

“G. C. Lewis, A Treatise on the Methods of Observation and 
Reasoning in Politics, Vol. 11, p. 310. 
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for solitude can be realized. This desire to fulfill one’s desire is the 
prime psychological fact upon which a science of politics can be 
built. 

But to assert the will, control over the will of others is re¬ 
quired and accordingly the political fact at the second level is, in 
Hobbesian vein, a conflict of wills, in which each seeks to domi¬ 
nate by force, cajolery, persuasion, tradition, or law over the wills 
of others. This is the essence of the struggle for power. The study 
of power does not involve solely the way in which government 
dominates society and maintains order, although that is important, 
but it embraces the far broader problem of the way in which one 
person or group influences the activity of another. The securing of 
the adjustment of the will of another to one’s own is the essence of 
the political act. 

With the struggle of wills as the foundation of politics and 
as the core around which causal political theory in the strict sense 
must be built, for Catlin the rest of the subject matter of political 
science is clear. It deals with all the institutions, conventions, and 
mores which give free rein to or balk the will of individuals, with 
the character of those who control others, and, finally, with the na¬ 
ture, degree, and intensity of this power. 

The merit of Gatlin’s conceptualization is that it does recog¬ 
nize the need to focus on a property, a kind of activity that con¬ 
verts a situation into a proper datum for political research. But 
the selection of the power aspect alone as the exclusive property of 
that datum leaves much to be desired. This lacuna will be ex¬ 
amined after we look at the theory of Lasswell. 

Lasswell is a second serious student of power relations, 
and perhaps in recent times, together with other members of the so- 
called Chicago School, he has contributed more than any other in¬ 
dividual to the popular diffusion of this approach in the Lmited 
States. He approaches the study of politics from a point of view 
slightly broader than that of Catlin and consequently differs from 
the latter considerably in his conclusions. They both agree, how¬ 
ever, in their emphasis on power. Lasswell secs political science as 
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an “autonomous” discipline and “not merely applied psychology 
or applied economics.” He describes it initially, not as the 
power process, but as “the study of changes in the shape and com¬ 
position of the value patterns of society.” However, since the dis¬ 
tribution of values must depend upon the influence of the members 
of society, political science must deal with influence and the influ¬ 
ential. Integral to his thinking, therefore, is the conclusion that the 
major concepts guiding political research must be values and 
power. In its broadest perspective the task of political research is 
to show the interdependence between the two: how our values af¬ 
fect the distribution and use of power and how our location and 
use of power act on the distribution of values. Or as he phrased it 
in the happy title of his well-read little book, political science con¬ 
cerns Politics: Who Gets What, When, How, 

The title of this book represents his most general concep¬ 
tion of the subject matter of political science and was offered as 
such by the author himself. “Those who accept the frame of refer¬ 
ence here proposed,” he wrote in his preface to this book, “will 
share common standards to guide future intellectual effort.” In 
terms of the actual problems that were explored in this work, how¬ 
ever, the title appears somewhat overambitious. It does not really 
mirror the contents lying between its covers. It bears the promise 
that the author will discuss how social values are distributed in so¬ 
ciety—when it is and how it is that certain groups get more or less 
of socially valuable things. In fact, however, it is devoted to ex¬ 
ploring the sources of power held by a political elite. Its focus 
therefore is not on the way values are distributed but on the way 
the elite, which has power, uses it to acquire the desirable things 
of society, such as safely, income, and deference. The book is pri¬ 
marily an inquiry into the means the elite uses to arrive at and 
survive in the seat of power. If political science is devoted to the 
study of changing value patterns, as Lasswell maintains, this study 

“ Power and Society, p. xviii. 

** World Politics and Personal Insecurity (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
1935), p. 3; see also Politics: Who Gets What, When, How chapter 1; 
Power and Society, pp. xii and 240. 
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must be interpreted as describing only a small part of the whole 
process. It is restricted to revealing the role of the minority that 
holds power. 

Contrary to general belief, therefore, this work on Politics: 
Who Gets What, When, How does not in itself provide a general 
framework for the study of political life. It is a vehicle not for the 
investigation of the whole political system but only for determin¬ 
ing the power and characteristics of one social formation, the elite. 
The book is devoted, therefore, to an examination of the composi¬ 
tion of the elite and the conditions and techniques of its existence. 
The fact is that under exactly the same title one could write a 
volume making the antithetical assumption—that the masses domi¬ 
nate over policy—and then go on to explore historically the com¬ 
position of the various masses and the conditions and techniques 
surrounding their survival and change. Such a work would pro¬ 
vide no more comprehensive a framework than a study of the 
variables influencing the power of the elite. 

In short, the elitist theory is only a partial scheme of an¬ 
alysis helping us to discern the sources of power over values of cer¬ 
tain groups but presenting us with little data about the power of 
others. It centers only on one problem, however crucial it is to¬ 
day: the tendency in mass societies for power to concentrate in 
the hands of a minority. It assumes that this oligarchic tendency 
in the political system eternally prevents the diffusion of power 
beyond the governing group. Aside from the validity of such a 
theory and its insight, the point here is that all it provides is a 
synthetic theory.-^ 

This narrow-gauge theory, however, has been interpreted 
by most political scientists to mean that Lasswcll conceived the 
whole subject matter of political science to be the struggle for 
power. And, in fact, until the publication of Power and Society, 
the emphasis of Lasswell’s research was weighted so heavily on 
the power side, that it was justifiable to draw the inference that he 
thought power stood alone at the heart of political research. In 

“Sec chapter 2 for this term. 
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Power and Society, however, Lasswell and his collaborator under¬ 
take the broader task suggested in Politics: Who Gets What, When, 
How of exploring the total configuration of power in relation to 
values. The authors write that “the political act takes its origin in 
a situation in which the actor strives for the attainment of various 
values for which power is a necessary (and perhaps also sufficient) 
condition.” 

We shall see in the next chapter that even this attempt, 
unique with Lasswell, to describe political science as the study of 
the distribution of values is unsatisfactory. It describes all social 
science rather than political science alone; this helps to explain why 
in recent years he has broadened the scope of his own research to 
cover all the social sciences, the policy sciences as he is fond of 
calling thcm.^"^ However, from the nature of his early work and of 
his influence as a teacher and author, power appeared to be the 
central datum of political science. In retrospect we can see this to 
be a misconstruction of his conception of the nature of political 
life, but in terms of his impact on American political research, we 
can say that until recently, with Catlin, he appeared to have 
adopted an exclusively power orientation. 

In contrast to Gatlin’s use of the power concept, Lass- 
well’s yielded immediate and promising results within the limits of 
his elitist interpretation of the location of power. It offered greater 
opportunity for fruitful empirical research largely because, unlike 
Catlin, Lasswell consciously defined the field so as to invite 
concrete investigations. It stimulated an interest in the characteris¬ 
tics of governing groups, their skills, class origin, subjective atti¬ 
tudes and personality traits, and the instruments, such as goods, 
practices, violence and symbols, that they use in arriving at and 
surviving in the seat of power. It led Lasswell to inquire, from a 
concurrent interest in psychoanalysis, into the personality types 
that arrive, an inquiry that brings out sharply the emphasis in our 

^ Power and Society, p. 240. 

”See, for example, his Power and Personality (New York: Norton, 
1948), esp. chapter 6; and D. Lemer and H. D. Lasswell, The Policy Sci¬ 
ences (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1951), esp. chapter 1. 
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culture on power as a driving motive. It thereby broke new ground 
in the study of political leadership. The use of the power concept 
helped to tie together what seemed like miscellaneous data about 
the operation of various political pressure groups and about the 
tactics of politicians. These data could now be viewed as con¬ 
tributing towards a theory of power. 

But in spite of these obvious merits, neither Lasswell nor 
Catlin do provide us with a satisfactory minimal orientation to 
political phenomena. Both writers argue that all power relations, 
wherever they may exist, are automatically an index of the pres¬ 
ence of a political situation. For these writers the hierarchical ar¬ 
rangement of relationships within a criminal band or in a respect¬ 
able fraternal club both testify to the existence of political life 
there. The realization of this implication when politics is described 
as power, pure and simple, reveals the excessive breadth of the 
definition. Not that Catlin and Lasswell were wrong in maintain¬ 
ing that political science is and ought to be interested in these 
phenomena, but they were misleading when they failed to point 
out that political scientists are not concerned with them for their 
own sake. The definition is too broad, for political science is not 
interested in the power relations of a gang or a family or church 
group simply because in them one man or group controls the 
actions of another. It might be necessary, to be sure, to devote time 
to such a comprehensive examination of power situations in order 
to develop a generalized theory of power. This theory would be 
very helpful to the political scientist, but by the nature of his task he 
directs his attention not to power in general but to political power. 

What Catlin and Lasswell, and in fact many power theo¬ 
rists, neglect to clarify is the distinction between power in general 
and power in a political context.^** In fact, even though they do not 
distinguish verbally between these two different aspects of power 
and insist upon power in general as the central phenomenon of 

“For examples of political scientists who do make this distinction 
in practice see V. O. Key, op. cit., p. 3, and P. H. Odegard and E. A. 
Helms, op. cit. 
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politics, in their practical research their natural predispositioa to¬ 
ward political questions quite logically leads them to emphasize 
the political aspects of power. An inquiry into the characteristics 
of this aspect will compel us to modify their conception of the 
limits of political science. 

Neither the concept of the state nor that of power in gen¬ 
eral offers a useful gross description of the central theme of poli¬ 
tical research. The task of the next chapter, therefore, will be to 
explore suitable concepts for identifying in broad outline the major 
political variables. 



Chapter 


A Convenient Guide for Political Inquiry 


The notion of ''The State" draws us 
imperceptibly into a consideration of the 
logical relationship of various ideas to one 
another, and away from facts of human 
activity. It is better, if possible, to start from 
the latter and see if we are not led thereby 
into an idea of something which will turn 
out to implicate the marks and signs which 
characterize political behavior. 

John Dewey 


Let us recall for a moment what our task is at this point. 
We are trying to find a convenient way of describing very roughly 
the limits of political research, trying to identify the major proper¬ 
ties of the political aspects of social life. Not that we ought to ex¬ 
pect to arrive at a definitive description of political science valid 
for all time. As I have observed, this would be the task of a final 
and eternally valid conceptual framework, a goal that in principle 
lies beyond the realm of possibility. Nevertheless, each age is called 
upon to reformulate its own views of the limits of political re¬ 
search, and of necessity such views will reflect the level of the pre- 
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vailing knowledge. The least that can be said today, therefore, is 
that from the perspective and knowledge available to students 
of political life, neither the concept of the state nor that of power 
is satisfactory even as a rough approximation. This chapter will 
inquire into a possible alternative way of depicting in gross outline 
the kind of things usually called political. 


1. The Common Sense idea of Political Life 

The question that over the centuries has inspired the re¬ 
search of those interested in the political side of life, even though 
they themselves did not always take the trouble to verbalize it, is 
this: First and foremost, what is the nature of the good life, that is, 
what kind of goals ought men to seek?;’ and once they are artic¬ 
ulated, what steps ought the society to take to put them into ef¬ 
fect as an authoritative statement of policy? From this initial 
inquiry there flows a series of questions out of which empirical po¬ 
litical research has stemmed. To find out how a society can realize 
its goals, we must immediately seek answers to such questions as 
these: What are the actual authoritative policies adopted by a so¬ 
ciety? How are they determined and how arc they put into ef¬ 
fect? These are the lead or orienting questions around which the 
study of political life revolves. Jn a moment we shall refine these 
questions and explore the meaning of the constituent terms. 
Here, however, we need first, by an appeal to common sense, to 
test the validity of thus identifying the central problems of political 
research. If our orienting concepts do not appeal initially to com¬ 
mon sense, there is little likelihood that they could be made more 
attractive simply by incorporating them in a technical vocabulary. 

Let us for a moment retrace our steps as social scientists 
and return to the outlook of the ordinary person who has not re- 

* See L. Strauss “On Classical Political Philosophy,” 12 Social Re¬ 
search (1945), 98-117. 
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ceived technical training in either political or social science. If we 
can recapture for a moment our original and unembellished naivete 
about matters political, it will help us to perceive their primary 
characteristics. In the mind unburdened with professional learn¬ 
ing two things immediately associate themselves with the political 
aspect of life. In the first place, there is an immediate awareness 
of the pervasiveness of a kind of activity that in our idiom we call 
politicking. Wherever we find a group of people, whatever their 
purposes or form of organization, there we usually encounter ma¬ 
neuvering for position and power. We speak in this sense about the 
politicking within a group, and if we have not had very much ex¬ 
perience with social groups we might be inclined to deplore this 
kind of activity. We might join Emerson in speculating on “what 
satire on government can equal the severity of censure con¬ 
veyed in the word politic, which now for ages has signified cun¬ 
ning, intimating that the State is a trick?” ^ Experience, however, 
quickly leads us to the conclusion that there is seldom a group, 
however noble and even sacred its purposes, in which such prac¬ 
tices do not occur. When these practices are detected in large social 
groups such as trade unions, or among nations, we call them the 
struggle for power. 

Upon pressing our inquiry further we find that, if freed of 
special knowledge, when we speak about a political problem we 
also use the term “political” in a second typical sense which in¬ 
cludes politicking and yet goes beyond it. In this second sense, 
the word normally refers to an activity related in some vague way 
to problems of government or the making of policy for the whole 
society in which we live. We have in mind some dispute over the 
policies accepted as authoritative for the society; what we mean 
by authoritative can be set aside for the moment. What is certain 
is that we know quite naturally that not all policies made in a so¬ 
ciety are of the same scope. Some, adopted by private groups such 

*R. W. Emerson, “Politics” in Essays and Other Writings (London: 
Cassell, 1927), p. 343. 
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as a family, an association, or the like, are expected to apply only 
to the members of these groups or to others who wish to abide by 
them. But other policies apply to members of the whole society 
by virtue of their presence in or ties with the society. Such poli¬ 
cies are considered to be authoritative for the society. There is 
politicking or a struggle among various groups to influence the 
kind of policy adopted as authoritative for the society of which 
they are part. 

In this quite natural and unstrained kind of reasoning we 
can sec that in its most comprehensive aspect and in the sense 
normally used when referring to public affairs, the central theme of 
a political problem is as much the kind of policy at stake as the 
means used to influence that policy. In ordinary conversation 
when we engage in political dispute, the point at issue is usually the 
kind of program we approve, the kind of policy we would like to 
see adopted for our society. We may deplore the kind or amount of 
politicking that may exist in relation to political issues but we con¬ 
sider ourselves embroiled in a political situation when we differ 
about the ends to be adopted in the name of the broadest group to 
which we belong. 

Normally, therefore, wc may speak of the power struggle in 
a fraternal organization as politics in a narrow sense; but we do not 
speak of dispute over the kind of decisions this group ought to 
make with regard to its internal matters as a political issue. We re¬ 
serve the term “political” in this sense for public or social matters. 
Although inescapable, our interest in politicking or the struggle for 
power is only derivative; it helps us to understand the kind of 
policy finally adopted for the society and the way in which such a 
policy has been put into effect. If we were to sum up our common 
sense conception of politics it might conceivably take the following 
form: Political life concerns all those varieties of activity that in¬ 
fluence significantly the kind of authoritative policy adopted for 
a society and the way it is put into practice. We are said to be par¬ 
ticipating in political life when our activity relates in some way to 
the making and execution of policy for a society. 
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t. The Authontafive Allocation of Values for a Society 

Let us examine more closely, within the framework of 
our discussion to this point, what is implied in these conclusions 
derived from just ordinary knowledge about politics. In effect, what 
we have here described in the crude terms of common sense is the 
empirical or concrete political system. We are in effect saying 
that all those kinds of activities involved in the formulation and ex¬ 
ecution of social policy, in what has come to be called elliptically 
in political science, the policy-making process, constitute the polit¬ 
ical system. The principle upon which these activities can be said to 
cohere or provide a minimum of relatcdncss is the fact that they all 
bear some relevance to the way in which policy for a society is 
created and effectuated. It is this, consequently, that must give the 
political system a quality distinguishing it, for example, from the 
economic system. And because political science has historically set 
for itself the task of understanding what social policy ought to 
be, how it is set and put into effect, its general objective must be to 
understand the functioning of the political system. We have in the 
concept of authoritative policy for a society a convenient and 
rough approximation to a set of orienting concepts for political re¬ 
search. It provides us with the essential property of that complex 
of activity, called political, that over the years men have sought to 
understand. 

But this is only the first step on the way to discovering the 
focus of political research. We must inquire into the meaning of 
the three concepts used in this description; policy, authority, and 
society. We shall examine them in this order and in the process we 
shall be led to rephrase the description slightly. In the end, I shall 
suggest, convenience for purposes of actual research dictates that 
political science be described as the study of the authoritative allo¬ 
cation of values for a society. 

To look at the first of the three concepts just mentioned, 
what do we mean when we talk about policy? The essence of a 
policy lies in the fact that through it certain things arc denied to 
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some people and made accessible to others. A policy, in other 
words, whether for a society, for a narrow association, or for any 
other group, consists of a web of decisions and actions that allo¬ 
cates values. A decision alone is of course not a policy; to decide 
what to do does not mean that the thing is done. A decision is only 
a selection among alternatives that expresses the intention of the 
person or group making the choice. Arriving at a decision is the 
formal phase of establishing a policy; it is not the whole policy in 
relation to a particular problem. A legislature can decide to pun¬ 
ish monopolists; this is the intention. But an administrator can 
destroy or reformulate the decision by failing either to discover 
offenders or to prosecute them vigorously. The failure is as much a 
part of the policy with regard to monopoly as the formal law. When 
we act to implement a decision, therefore, we enter the second or 
effective phase of a policy. In this phase the decision is expressed or 
interpreted in a series of actions and narrower decisions which may 
in effect establish new policy.® 

If the law directs that all prices shall be subject to a speci¬ 
fied form of control but black markets take root and the appropri¬ 
ate officials and the society as a whole accept their existence, the 
actual policy is not one of price control alone. It also includes the 
acceptance of black markets. The study of policy here includes an 
examination of the functioning and the determinants of both the 
legal and the actual policy practices. Similarly, if the formal policy 
of an educational system forbids discrimination against Negroes 
but local school boards or administrators so zone school attend¬ 
ance that Negroes arc segregated in a few schools, both the im¬ 
partial law and the discriminatory practices must be considered 
part of the policy. 

If we are to orient ourselves properly to the subject matter 


■H. Simon, D. Smithburg, and V. Thompson, in their Public Admin¬ 
istration, elevate administrative practices to a central place in political re¬ 
search. Sec also F. M. Marx (ed.), Elements of Public Administration (New 
York: Prentice-Hall, 1946), ad hoc. 



A Convenient Guide for Political Inquiry / 131 

of political research, therefore, it is important that we do not nar¬ 
rowly construe social policy by viewing it only as a formal, that is, 
legal, decision. It is possible, of course, to interpret policy as the 
“apportionment of rights and privileges” ^ by law. But this is only 
one of the ways in which a policy expresses itself, and from the point 
of view of empirical research, the legal description of policy cannot 
be allowed to consume the whole meaning. Therefore, in suggest¬ 
ing that political science is oriented to the study of policy, there is 
no intention to mistake its subject matter for the kind of legal con¬ 
struction prominent until quite recently. I am suggesting rather 
that political science is concerned with every way in which values 
are allocated for a society, whether formally enunciated in a law 
or lodged in the consequences of a practice. 

It would be manifestly erroneous to urge, however, that 
political science attempts to understand the way in which society 
allocates all its values. Political science is concerned only with au¬ 
thoritative allocations or policies. This is the reason why Lass- 
well’s intention, as we saw in the preceding chapter, to describe 
political science as the study of the distribution and composition of 
value patterns in society must be considered far too broad. We set 
this matter aside at the time, but we arc now ready to return to 
it. Wc can see now that political scientists have never been con¬ 
cerned with so extensive a problem, nor for that matter is Lasswcll 
himself in most of his own practical research. 

If political science sought to explore the total value pattern 
of society it would have to embrace all social science. The reason 
for this is that all social mechanisms arc means for allocating 
values. The structure and processes of society determine the social 
statuses that we have and the roles that wc perform; these in turn 
enable us to acquire certain benefits or rewards not available to 
others. Our economic statuses and roles, for example, help to 
determine the economic benefits that we get in the processes of pro^ 
duction and exchange. Similarly our class, educational, religious, 

* P. H. Odegard and A. E. Helms, op. cit., p. 2. 
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and other institutions help to distribute unequally other advantages 
available in a society.^ Every other set of institutions helps in one 
way or another to distribute the values in a society. 

But none of these modes for allocating desirable or un¬ 
desirable things need be authoritative. Political science can leam 
much from the other social sciences because they are all interested 
to some degree in how institutions distribute what we consider to 
be advantages or disadvantages. I am suggesting, however, that 
political research is distinctive because it has been trying to reveal 
the way in which values are affected by authoritative allocation. 
We must inquire, therefore, into the characteristics that lend the 
color of authority to policies. This brings us to the second of the 
three concepts just mentioned. 

Although the literature is replete with discussions about the 
nature of authority,® the meaning of this term can be resolved 
quickly for our purposes. A policy is authoritative when the peo¬ 
ple to whom it is intended to apply or who are affected by it con¬ 
sider that they must or ought to obey it. It is obvious that this is a 
psychological rather than a moral explanation of the term. We can 
justify its use in this way because it gives to the term a meaning 
that enables us to determine factually whether a group of people 
do in practice consider a policy to be authoritative. 

I do not, of course, intend to argue that political science 
ought to or docs ignore the moral aspect of authority; a later chap¬ 
ter will deal with the necessary moral foundations of all political 
research. However, my point here is that the grounds upon which 
a person accepts a policy as authoritative can be distinguished 
from the actual acceptance of the authority of the policy. Accept¬ 
ance of a policy may flow from a number of sources: moral, tra¬ 
ditional or customary, or purely from fear of the consequences. 
Thus when Congress passes a law, we may consider this formal 
expression of policy to be authoritative because we agree with its 

*P. Sorokin, Social Mobility (New York: Harper, 1927). 

•For a discriminating bibliography see H. Simon, D. Smithburg, V. 
Thompson, op. cit., pp. 571-2. 
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immcdiste desirability or even with the moral premises out of 
which it stems. Normally, of course, if we accept a law that we 
dislike, we do so because in our hierarchy of values the mainten¬ 
ance of a constitutional system may take priority over disobedience 
to any one policy. Conceivably, however, we could reject this 
moral premise as the reason for agreeing to the authority of the 
policy; acceptance might flow simply from a desire to conform, fear 
of coercion, or total indifference and apathy. 

For many purposes, examination of the grounds for ac¬ 
cepting the authority of policy might be vital. For purposes of 
identifying the subject matter of political research, however, what¬ 
ever the motivations, a policy is clearly authoritative when the 
feeling prevails that it must or ought to be obeyed. In the present 
context, therefore, authoritative will be used to mean only that 
policies, whether formal or effective, are accepted as binding.*^ 

As we shall shortly see, it is a necessary condition for the ex¬ 
istence of a viable society that some policies appearing in a society 
be considered authoritative. But a moment’s reflection will reveal 
that political science is not initially and centrally interested in all 
authoritative policies found in a society. For example, the mem¬ 
bers of any association, such as a trade union or a church, obvi¬ 
ously consider the policies adopted by their organization authorita¬ 
tive for themselves. The constitution and by-laws of an association 
constitute the broad formal policy within the context of which mem¬ 
bers of the organization will accept lesser policies as authorita¬ 
tive. Minorities within the group, while they remain as members, 
will accept the decisions and practices of the group as binding, 
or authoritative, for the whole membership. 

^Tn one of his penetrating asides, Max Weber has expressed this 
idea neatly. “When we inquire as to what corresponds to the idea of the 
‘state’ in empirical reality,” he observes, “we find an infinity of diffuse and 
discrete human actions, both active and passive, factually and legally regu¬ 
lated relationships, partly unique and partly recurrent in character, all bound 
together by an idea, namely, the belief in the actual or normative validity 
of rules and of the authority-relationships of some human beings towards 
others.” E. A. Shils and H. A. Finch, Max Weber on the Methodology of 
Social Sciences (Glencoe, Ill.: Free Press, 1949), p. 99. 
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In organizations that are less than society-wide we have, 
therefore, the existence of a variety of authoritative policies. And 
yet, in spite of the fact that for the members of the organization 
these policies carry the weight of authority, it is at once apparent 
that political science docs not undertake to study these policies 
for their own sake. Political science is concerned rather with the 
relation of the authoritative policies, made in such groups as as¬ 
sociations, to other kinds of policies, those that are considered au¬ 
thoritative for the whole society. In other words, political research 
seeks first and foremost to understand the way in which values are 
authoritatively allocated, not for a group within society, but for 
the whole society. 

The societal nature of policy is therefore the third concep¬ 
tion helpful in isolating the subject matter of political research. We 
must, however, clarify the meaning of this a little further. In sug¬ 
gesting that policy is of central interest when it relates to a whole 
society, I do not intend to imply that every policy, to be societal in 
character, must apply in its immediate consequences to each mem¬ 
ber of a society. Clearly, policy is selective in its effects, however 
generally it may be stated. The point is that even though a policy, 
such as an income-tax law or regional legislation like the TVA 
Act, may take away or give to only a part of the people in a so¬ 
ciety, in fact the policy is considered to be authoritative for all. To 
put this in its legal form, a law as executed may affect the activity 
of only a few persons in a society, yet in a constitutional political 
system it will be considered legal and binding by all. This is sim¬ 
ply a particular way of saying that where a society exists there 
will always be a kind of allocation of values that will be authorita¬ 
tive for all or most members of a society even though the alloca¬ 
tion affects only on a few. 

My point is, in summaiy, that the property of a social act 
that informs it with a political aspect is the act's relation to the au¬ 
thoritative allocation of values for a society. In seeking to under¬ 
stand all social activites influencing this kind of allocation, political 
science achieves its minimal homogeneity and cohesion. 
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3. The Need for Authoritative Allocations in Society 

If it is true, as I have maintained, that from lime immemo¬ 
rial men have been asking questions that lead them to seek an un¬ 
derstanding of the way values are authoritatively allocated, this has 
not been just a matter of accident. A minimum condition for the 
existence of any society is the establishment of some mechanisms, 
however crude or inchoate, for arriving at authoritative social de¬ 
cisions about how goods, both spiritual and material, are to be 
distributed, where custom fails to create other patterns. Because 
every society must fulfill this task there has recurred in every liter¬ 
ate society the kind of question political scientists ask today. Let 
us examine for a moment why this need arises; we will then be in 
a position to probe more fully into just what is meant by the phrase 
authoritative allocation of values for a society, and therefore 
into what gives coherence to political research. 

The need for social policy stems from the very character 
of a society.^ As a social system, a society is a special kind of hu¬ 
man grouping the members of which continually interact with one 
another and in the process develop a sense of belonging together. 
This common consciousness, as it is often called, reficcts the fact 
that the members of the social system have a basic similarity in 
their culture and social structure. But a society consists of more 
than these characteristics. Dependent nationality groups, for ex¬ 
ample, experience this feeling of togetherness induced by a com¬ 
mon culture and social structure. The societal group, however, is 
further distinguished by the fact that it seeks to solve all the prob¬ 
lems usually associated with the survival and perpetuation of a 
group of people. The activities of a society, in other words, arc 
broader than those of any of its component groups. Briefly, the 
broadest grouping of human beings who live together and collec¬ 
tively undertake to satisfy all the minimum prerequisites of group 
life is what we refer to when we speak of a society. 

"Sec a suggestive analysis of the characteristics of a society in J. W. 
Bennett and M. M. Tumin, Social Life (New York: Knopf, 1949). 
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Various groups may be devoted to special tasks important 
for the continuity of any society. Groups may devote themselves 
to tasks such as those of production and exchange for purposes 
of physical sustenance, the dissemination and communication of 
knowledge, the maintenance of order, the inculcation of a sense of 
common purpose and destiny, or provision for the common de¬ 
fense. It is however the peculiar task of no one group within a 
society to undertake to fulfill all these conditions for existence. 
Any one group may help to meet some of the conditions; no 
group aside from society meets them all. The religious and phil¬ 
osophical institutions, for instance, help to instill purpose; the 
army and foreign policy associations devote themselves to defense; 
trade unions, business, and consumers’ organizations are involved 
with problems of exchange and distribution of wealth. Each group 
has sets of tasks, the scope of which embraces something less 
than all those conditions demanded for the survival of society as a 
whole. Only a society casts its net over all these tasks. 

As I have suggested, wherever we have such a grouping of 
people who seek to satisfy all these conditions for collective exist¬ 
ence, there we find that one of these conditions calls for authori¬ 
tative allocation of values. The reason for this is elementary. In 
spite of the glowing early liberal picture of a future when all social 
relations would be automatically adjusted without intervention in 
the name of the collectivity, in no society that has yet existed has 
this occurred. The grain of truth in the late eighteenth-century 
liberal view lies in the fact that in every society custom does pro¬ 
vide for the private solution of a vast variety of differences and 
conflicts among individuals with regard to their share of the 
values. But the greater the size and complexity of a society, the 
narrower docs the scope of private negotiation become; and con¬ 
versely, even in the smallest and simplest society someone must 
intervene in the name of society, with its authority behind him, 
to decide how differences over valued things are to be resolved. 

This authoritative allocation of values is a minimum 
prerequisite of any society, even though it is not the only pre- 
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requisite. When individuals or groups dispute about the distribu¬ 
tion of things considered valuable, whether they be spiritual or 
material, and when these disputes are not resolved to the satisfac¬ 
tion of the parties through some customary process of private 
negotiation, then a policy is enunciated with the authority of society 
behind it and with its acceptance by society as authoritative. It is 
patent that without the provision for some means of deciding 
among competing claims to limited values, society would be rent 
by constant strife; the regularized interaction which distinguishes a 
society from a random mob of individuals could not exist. Every 
society provides some mechanisms, however rudimentary they 
may be, for authoritatively resolving differences about the ends 
that are to be pursued, that is, for deciding who is to get what 
there is of the desirable things. An authoritative allocation of some 
values is unavoidable. 

This conclusion may appear to be at odds with the undeni¬ 
able facts about our international society today or about non- 
literate societies where there are no central organs, the policies of 
which arc recognized as authoritative for the whole group. This 
does appear to raise a difficulty. The trouble flows, however, from 
an assumption that I have not intended, namely, that authori¬ 
tative allocations require the existence of a well-defined organiza¬ 
tion called government. 

The question we must ask is this: To what extent docs 
government as we know it today in any unified nation need to ex¬ 
ist in order to be able to say that social life has a political aspect? 
To this point I have said little about the kind of institutional 
mechanisms necessary for the translation of social power into so¬ 
cial policy. The fact that policies recognized as authoritative for 
the whole society must exist does not imply or assume that a central 
governmental organization is required in order to make decisions 
and effectuate them. Institutional devices for making and executing 
policy may take an infinite variety of forms. The clarity and preci¬ 
sion with which the statuses and roles of legislators and adminis¬ 
trators are defined will depend upon the level of development of 
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a particular society. Societies could be placed on a continuum with 
regard to the degree of definition of such roles. Well-defined or¬ 
ganizations, which we call government, exist in the national so¬ 
cieties of western Europe; scarcely discernible statuses and roles of 
which a governmental organization is constituted exist in interna¬ 
tional society and in non-literatc societies. 

In the interaction among nations today, for example, when 
they are viewed as units, we have a genuine society even though 
it is at a less integrated and less rationalized stage of development 
than in national societies. Nevertheless, it is a separate society. 
The fact of the continuing contact that we associate with a society, 
a minimum feeling of similarity which has been growing with the 
increase in the material and cultural exchanges of a shrinking 
world, and the obvious need to solve the basic conditions of social 
coexistence among national units all require that some mecha¬ 
nisms be established for the solution of differences. This is de¬ 
manded by virtue of the fact that not all disputes are automatically 
settled through the efforts of individual nations along customary 
lines. As in the domestic sphere, the solution of differences is in 
large measure left to the individual national units through bilat¬ 
eral or wider negotiations. Private negotiation is a major mecha¬ 
nism, just as within any national unit there are far more differ¬ 
ences over the distribution of values solved by the interacting parties 
alone than by any authoritative agency acting in the name of so¬ 
ciety. 

But without an explicit statement to the effect, it is 
patent that the general atmosphere or set of relations within which 
the individual national units are able to conduct their private 
negotiations about the distribution of values is dominated and su¬ 
pervised by the great powers. In the last resort, if any specific pat¬ 
tern of distribution of values, or if the general pattern emerging 
from individual private negotiations over time, does not accord 
with their conception of a desirable disposition of resources inter¬ 
nationally, it has been normal for the great powers to step in to 
speak with the voice of the international society. We generally as- 
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sociate the collective action of the great powers with crisis situa¬ 
tions such as the historic conferences at Westphalia, Vienna, The 
Hague, Versailles, Teheran, or Potsdam. But between crises it is 
obvious that the international allocation of values is closely scruti¬ 
nized by the great powers; therefore, the political matrix within 
which international activity takes place reflects their outlook. 

Within the last fifty years periodic attempts have been 
made, especially through the structures of the League of Nations 
and the United Nations, to broaden the base of the organs re¬ 
sponsible for speaking with the authoritative voice of the interna¬ 
tional society. To this extent we have been seeking to rationalize 
or define more clearly the institutional mechanism for making au¬ 
thoritative allocations of values. These new organizations do not 
introduce for the first time the idea of providing a formal policy¬ 
making and policy-executing mechanism for the international 
society. The great powers, with lesser powers at the fringe, have 
always themselves assumed the obligation of fulfilling an obvious 
condition for the existence of any international contact. The new 
organizations were designed only to take the place of the earlier 
device of periodic meetings among the great powers. No less than 
within national units themselves, the fact of persisting interna¬ 
tional contact lays down as one of the conditions for its continua¬ 
tion the creation of means for the authoritative settling of differ¬ 
ences. For this reason the study of international politics is integral 
with the study of politics in general; it concerns the same genus of 
subject matter. It deals with the functioning and determinants of 
those policies, both formal, legal decisions as well as practices, 
which have most influenced the allocation of social goods—or we 
might say analogically, with the functioning and the determinants of 
authoritative policy in the international society. It differs from 
political research in domestic matters only with regard to the so¬ 
ciety to which it refers. 

A glance at non-literate societies indicates even more 
clearly that the kind of institutional mechanisms for making au¬ 
thoritative policies or the clarity with which the roles of policy- 
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makers are defined is irrelevant to the fact of the existence of such 
policies. Consider the case of two Bantu tribes living in western 
Kenya, the Logoli and the Vugusu® of approximately 45,000 
inhabitants each, as they functioned before the intrusion of 
Western civilization. Each tribe is divided into clans, subclans, 
and lineages. Neither of these tribes has a formal political organiza¬ 
tion, either for the resolution of disputes among the members of 
the tribe or between the tribe and some outsider. To the casual ob¬ 
server it might appear that no political activity goes on here at all 
since there is clearly no central body to make authoritative policy. 
Political statuses and roles are hardly distinguishable; there is no 
institution that at first glance seems to undertake the tasks of gov¬ 
ernment as we know it. Interpersonal private negotiation, domin¬ 
ated by custom, regulates the largest part of the life of the tribes, so 
that where differences arise they are automatically resolved without 
recourse to the kind of special deliberation we associate with 
government. 

But as is usual in these circumstances, custom is never 
strong enough to bind all men equally; and, in addition, novel 
situations arise where the rule to be invoked is in doubt. The po¬ 
litical function is here taken over by the elders of a subclan when 
the dispute is confined to members of the same subclan; and when 
it involves members of different subclans, by the ciders of the 
clan as a whole. There is normally no formal meeting of the ciders 
in the subclan, who can be found talking over local problems in the 
pasture every morning. Only when the elders of the entire clan are 
required, is a special meeting called. If these individuals agree on 
a policy, means are available through their prestige to enforce it; 
but if the elders are divided on the solution, then it is possible 
that the minority may secede from the clan and join another. In 

•Sec the account of the political organization of these tribes in M. 
Fortes and E. E. Evans-Pritchard (cds.) African Political Systems, pp. 
197-238; K. Davis, Human Society (New York: Macmillan, 1950), pp. 
481 ff., draws on this material in his discussion of political institutions. The 
whole of African Political Systems is of exceptional value to political scien¬ 
tists because of the theoretical problems it raises in an empirical context. 
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cases of inter-clan friction, it is the elders of the offender’s clan 
who are expected to settle the policy; if they fail to produce a sat¬ 
isfactory solution then the clans may enter into violent conflict. 
This sets in motion attempts by the elders of neutral clans to 
arbitrate and seek a reconciliation. 

It is clear that in all these procedures we have a mecha¬ 
nism, at times peaceful, at others violent, for arriving at authori¬ 
tative policy, a condition for the continuation of the society. We 
are accustomed to associate the mechanisms for deciding political 
issues with peaceful, even perhaps rational, procedures; but there is 
no prior reason why this must be the case. As we know from our 
own strife, industrial, civil, and international, violence itself is a 
recognized, even though usually a deplored, procedure for arriv¬ 
ing at authoritative policy. It is, however, as much a part of the 
political process as peaceful means; hence, it has become a sig¬ 
nificant part of political research. Among these Bantu tribes, as in 
contemporary international society, the decisions may not meet 
with the approval of all parties, but what is accepted is the fact 
that in the elders, as in the great powers, there is a group which 
normally undertakes the task of dealing authoritatively with policy 
when other means of solving differences over values fail. 

It is clear, therefore, that even in societies peripheral to 
ours, a process that corresponds to what in our own society we 
call the making and execution of policy for society must take place, 
even though the devices may be less formal and even though 
there may be few, if any, legally recognized means for enforcing 
decisions. The form of the mechanism and the kind of sanctions 
are, however, matters for empirical investigation; they do not in¬ 
validate the conclusion that there is discernible a process whereby 
values are authoritatively allocated for the whole society. 
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4 . Consequences of an Orientation Toward Policy Activities 

As I have suggested, historically political research has its 
origins in a moral context; it arises from the desire to find criteria 
for evaluating the moral worth of social policy. On its empirical 
side, however, political science has displayed an initial coherence 
because it has attempted to understand the functioning and deter¬ 
minants of policy. Acceptance of this interpretation further helps 
to clear up certain difficulties that flow from the conception of 
political science as the study of the state or of power. 

In identifying the political aspect of life as the state, 
modified pluralism, for example, ran into considerable trouble 
in explaining the interest of political science in the city-com¬ 
munity of ancient Greece or in any other of the so-called pre¬ 
state forms of political life. This became evident in the preceding 
chapter, but we can now sec the reason for this difficulty some¬ 
what more clearly. At most, the state in a pluralist sense is a par¬ 
ticular institutional form that political life takes at some historical 
moments. This form is distinguished by the existence of a stable 
population, fixed boundaries, and the differentiation of statuses 
and roles that we associate with government. Where the structure 
of political life is the focus of attention, this view of the state may 
serve important purposes; it defines in a preliminary way the out¬ 
lines of the broadest institution within which political activity 
may take place at a given time and place. It describes one institu¬ 
tional or structural variant of a political system. But since there is 
no general agreement on the meaning of the term, state, its useful¬ 
ness in this respect declines considerably. 

If we continue to consider the term in its modified plu¬ 
ralist interpretation, however, we can now see that even though it 
identifies the institutional pattern of political activity under cer¬ 
tain historical conditions, the concept fails to provide us with a 
clue to the kind of activity expressed through this kind of struc¬ 
ture. If we could understand the kind of activity, then we would 
be able to recognize its presence even when institutions other 
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than the state served as a vehicle for expression. We would have 
a connotative definition. The idea of the authoritative allocation 
of values fulfills this need. It indicates that even where the state 
as here conceived does not exist (as among nomadic tribes or 
non-literate societies), as long as something we can call social 
policy appears, then there are data for political research. The 
concept of the state as here interpreted refers to special political 
circumstances; the idea of authoritative allocation of values char¬ 
acterizes a function or web of interrelated activity present in every 
viable society. 

We are now also in a position to complete the discussion 
begun in the preceding chapter concerning the adequacy of the 
power concept. The struggle for power does not describe the cen¬ 
tral phenomenon of political life; rather, it refers only to a sec¬ 
ondary even if crucial aspect. In fact, in our first approach to 
political phenomena, as we seek the minimal and widest orienta¬ 
tion, we can for the moment omit all specific refeience to prob¬ 
lems of power. We need merely recognize that political life 
consists of those actions related to the authoritative allocation of 
values. Only upon closer inspection does it become evident that 
power is of derivative interest to political science; an understand¬ 
ing of who has power and how it is used helps us to understand 
how social policy is formed and executed. 

Power, it has long been recognized, is a relational phe¬ 
nomenon, not a thing someone possesses.^” It is based on the 
ability to influence the actions of others. But not all influence 
needs to be considered power. Any reciprocal contact between 
human beings leads to the modification of the actions of each of 
the participants. If power is so broadly conceived, then every re¬ 
lation is an illustration of a power situation and all social science 
must be considered the study of power. To give power any dif¬ 
ferentiated meaning we must view it as a relationship in which 

'”0. J. Friedrich, op. cit., chapter 1; C. E. Merriam, Political Power 
(New York: McGraw-Hill, 1934), csp. Introduction; H. D. Lasswell and 
A. Kaplan, op. cit., p. 75; W. H. Hollister, Government and the Arts of 
Ohedicnce (New York: King’s Crown Press, 1948), Introduction. 
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one person or group is able to determine the actions of another in 
the direction of the former’s own ends. Furthermore, and this is 
the aspect that distinguishes power from broad influence, this per¬ 
son or group must also be able to impose some sanction for the 
failure of the influenced person to act in the desired way. Power, 
therefore, is present to the extent to which one person controls by 
sanction the decisions and actions of another. For this reason 
concern about authoritative policy for a society leads us to inquire 
derivatively into power relations. To understand how policy is 
made and put into effect we must know how people are able to 
control the way in which others make and execute decisions. 

This interweaving of power and the authoritative alloca¬ 
tion of values explains why we must amend the view of Catlin 
and numerous others that the central unifying variable of political 
research is power. The interest of political science in power is 
only educed from its preoccupation with how policy is made and 
executed.^^ Hence its ultimate goal as an empirically oriented sci¬ 
ence is not the discovery of a general theory of power as Catlin 
presupposed and as Lasswell has often been misconstrued to 
mean. Such a theory would be most helpful, of course, in dis¬ 
covering how our ability to set and sanction the value and factual 
premises for the decisions and actions of others, the essence of a 
control relationship, influences the formulation and execution of 
authoritative policy. 

Conceiving political science in this way explains why the 
oft-repcated lament among empirical political scientists that the 

” See H. D. Lasswell and A. Kaplan, op. cit., chapter 5. 

‘’With his usual feel for politics, V. O. Key expresses doubt about 
an unlimited power description of political science. “To say that the study 
of politics is the study of control, or of influence and the influential, states 
a characteristic of the nature of the human relationships involved, but it 
docs not fix the outer boundaries of the subject. Does the study of politics 
include all relationships of influence, control, power? ... It is not essential 
for the purposes of this volume to decide this issue. In order that the study 
may be kept within manageable limits, it may be restricted primarily to an 
examination of those power or control relationships having to do with the 
machinery of government.” Op. cit., p. 3. 
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sociologist and the psychologist are invading their field, that 
politics is being taught all over the campus, is in most cases 
largely unjustified and reveals conceptual confusion. The fact that 
the sociologist applies his skills to political institutions does not in 
itself make him a political scientist. Normally he is interested in 
different aspects of these institutions. For example, although F. S. 
Chapin devotes several chapters of his Contemporary American 
Institutions^^ to a discussion of political institutions, it is clear 
that helpful as his work may be to political science he has under¬ 
taken his study with a different end in mind. He seeks to develop 
a theory of institutions in general and whatever interest he shows 
in politics must be referred back to this initial task. What he 
definitely does not seek or wish to do is to relate these institutions 
directly to an understanding of authoritative policy. Similarly, al¬ 
though sociologists or other social scientists investigate power rela¬ 
tionships, in itself this does not necessarily indicate their preoccu¬ 
pation with political issues. 

Alone, a theory of power provides too broad a frame of 
reference for political research. The latter is devoted to the study 
only of the political aspect of power relations, not with their to¬ 
tality. If it turns to the internal division and location of power in 
a trade union, a business corporation, a church, or a fraternal 
organization, the interest, even if it be in a general theory of 
power, stems from a desire ultimately to reveal the connection 
between the power pattern in the group and the policy in the 
society. We find out how power is used anywhere only the better 
to know how it is used in relation to social policy. As it has been 
formulated by Catlin and others, power would become the ex¬ 
clusive preoccupation of political research. In the light of our dis¬ 
cussion this is a truncated and at the same time overambitious 
interpretation of the central political variable. The very most 
that we could say is that there is a close tie between the pattern 
of values stemming from any authoritative allocation and the dis- 


“(New York: Harper, 1935). 
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tribution and use of power. Political science is the study of the 
authoritative allocation of values as it is influenced by the dis¬ 
tribution and use of power. 


5. Validity of This Orientation 

Before closing, the question might be raised here as to 
why the political scientist should be interested initially in the au¬ 
thoritative allocation of values and derivatively in power. Is it not 
arbitrary to confine him largely to these two major areas of re¬ 
search? In reply it might be argued that this description of the 
field of political research is simply a matter for definition, and 
any one definition is as good as another. In a sense this is quite 
true. Each person could describe the field to suit his own con¬ 
venience, interests, and tastes. But this would be doing violence 
to the function of definition. To define is not arbitrarily to set up 
a class of objects or to carve out a part of reality at random and 
apply a label to it. A definition takes its strength from the pur¬ 
poses for which it is created. A useful definition of a discipline 
must indicate that aspect of reality about which a group of spe¬ 
cialists have been talking. Presumably experience has taught them 
that by exploring certain kinds of activities they are better able 
to understand that part of human life to which they are devoted. 
A useful definition would identify the system in society in which 
they have become interested. In looking at the limits of political 
science, I am simply trying to make explicit the kind of subject 
matter about which, it is now apparent, students of political life 
have all along been speaking implicitly. 

To put the matter in another way, interpretation of the 
nature of political research must ultimately rest, within certain 
limits, upon a value judgment. There is nothing unalterable about 
the view that political science should study one set of phenomena 
as contrasted with another. If the study of the part of society in 
which political scientists are interested is to lead to scientific un- 
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derstanding, the only limits are that a sufficiently broad and re¬ 
lated subject matter must be chosen so that it can be treated as a 
conceptually coherent body of phenomena. Within these limits we 
could convert political science into a pure science of power, of 
the state, of decision-making, of public and private government, 
and so on. 

But the fact is that sciences do not arise capriciously. 
They become areas for special research, within the limits of re¬ 
quirements for systematic knowledge, because of the cultural and 
ethical demands of society. Western society has required that cer¬ 
tain kinds of questions central to the kind of civilization that has 
been growing up, be answered. For these answers, as I observed 
earlier, it has been necessary to inquire into the way in which 
social policy is formed and put into practice. Society is not espe¬ 
cially concerned with power as a phenomenon in and of itself or 
with government as such. Its interest is always derived from a 
prior concern with policy. 

Once men began to ask questions about the nature of so¬ 
cial policy there was no alternative but to examine the contest 
over the shaping and execution of such policy. The contemporary 
interest in political philosophy, for example, reflects an attempt to 
work out the goals within the terms of which social policy ought 
to be formulated; the study of political institutions shows an in¬ 
terest in the structural devices which will best enable us to reach 
the kind of formal and effective policies we desire; the manuals 
for rulers that we find in Machiavelli, in the wisdom literature of 
the East, and in many of our texts today are suggested techniques 
whereby the aims of a group with a particular policy can be real¬ 
ized; analyses of the law, statutory, judicial, and administrative, 
are precise logical inspections of the relationship between formal 
expressions of policy and the policy as it is put into effect; re¬ 
search into the operations of interest groups and parties are at¬ 
tempts to reveal forces ultimately cast into formal and effective 
policy; and each problem, if it has significance for political sci¬ 
ence, will show a relation, more or less direct, to the problem of 
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the use and distribution of power in the shaping and execution of 
authoritative policies for a society. It is this interest that draws 
together apparently diverse and isolated social data into a politi¬ 
cal system. 

The purpose of this and the preceding chapter has been 
to explore the kind of limits that political research ought to set for 
itself. As I have indicated, all that we can expect to do is to set 
some convenient limits suggested by the level of development of 
political knowledge today. Each generation redefines its own im¬ 
age of political science, with greater insight, one might hope, as 
our understanding of political life increases. But however incom¬ 
plete a description may be at any stage, satisfactory inquiry is 
impossible without some minimal guidance to keep all research 
within a roughly similar realm. This must be the initial and irre¬ 
ducible prerequisite for the construction of any systematic theory 
upon which succeeding research might build. 



Chapter 


Situational Data 


We ore forcibly reminded that the governing 
body has no value in itself, except as one 
aspect of the process, and cannot even be 
adequately described except in terms 
of the deep-lying interests which function 
through it, 

Arthur F. Bentley 


1. Theory and Types of Data 

A theoretical perspective towards research calls upon us 
to go beyond the major orienting concepts and the variables to 
which they refer. It leads us into the further unavoidable task of 
inquiring into the major classes of data that ought to be incor¬ 
porated into a theory. The construction of theory presupposes an 
awareness both of the variety of data which must be examined in 
order to analyze a problem exhaustively and of the relative weight 
and position of each kind of data in the analysis. Knowing what 
the possible kinds of data relevant to political activity are, we 
would then have considerable guidance in empirical research. 

A student of the political system undertakes a piece of 

149 
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research because of the existence of a difliculty in explaining a 
political phenomenon. He can approach this problem in a hit-or- 
miss manner, based upon a prudence developed from experience, 
hoping that he will exhaust all the relevant types of data. Or he 
can bear in mind some schema, the product of prior, general in¬ 
quiry, which describes the possible varieties of data. This analyti¬ 
cal schema would then help him to test whether he had included 
all relevant kinds of data in his investigation or whether an im¬ 
portant variety had been omitted. 

For example, if a political scientist is interested in the role 
of interest groups in the political system, it is not enough to know 
that certain kinds of phenomena are more directly relevant than 
others, such as propaganda, organizational cohesion, leadership, 
and techniques of persuasion. These are all vitally related. But 
from the point of view of theoretical analysis, what ought to be 
established in advance are the various classes of data into which 
these phenomena might fall. Are they part of the physical en¬ 
vironment which influences the growth and functioning of interest 
groups? Are they related to the feelings and attitudes of the par¬ 
ticipants? Do they refer to the structure in which the activity takes 
place? It is possible that without some prior well-founded classifi¬ 
cation as a guide, a research worker through habit might be seek¬ 
ing only certain types of data and omitting other highly signifi¬ 
cant kinds which a careful general analysis might reveal. 

To cite an obvious case, we might be looking at leadership 
and viewing its activity solely as the result of the personalities of 
the leaders. We should thereby be neglecting such clearly relevant 
data as the impact of the organizational structure within which 
the activity takes place or the conditioning of the physical envi¬ 
ronment itself. The task of this and the succeeding two chapters 
will be to explore further the matter of kinds of data, to see just 
what kind American political science has been examining, and to 
suggest, as a practical illustration rather than as a definitive solu¬ 
tion, a tentative classification. A satisfactory classification would 
be an integral part of any general theory. 
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Some knowledge of the kinds of data to which political 
science has been and is at present committed compels us to survey 
in a brief and broad way the course that American political re¬ 
search has traveled from late in the nineteenth century to the 
present. The historical context will be introduced, however, only 
to the extent necessary for analytical purposes. For this reason, 
what follows in no way aspires to be a history of empirical re¬ 
search, a document still lacking for political science not only in 
the United States, but in all other countries.^ 

In the history of American political science over the last 
seventy-five years, two kinds of answers have been given. Neither 
of these has been explicit, but each is nonetheless present in 
strength. In effect, one group has maintained that political life 
can be understood and explained if we try to discern the 
effect of institutionalized activity on policy. This answer was the 
first to appear. It has been traditional to locate the source of 
policy, and the influences molding it, in the institutional mecha¬ 
nisms of the times. For this reason, members of this school can 
be called the traditionalists or, less appropriately, the institution¬ 
alists. 

The second group has in effect been arguing that the most 
significant kind of data is psychological. Policy is to be understood 
in the light of the kind of people who act in political life, not as a 
result of the kind of institutions or structures through which they 
act. Those committed to psychology have insisted that to explain 
political activity, even the institutional patterns, political science 
must turn to the motivations and feelings that individuals bring to 
political life or acquire through the political process itself. This 
group has stressed the study of what is often loosely called politi¬ 
cal behavior in contrast to political institutions. For this reason, 
we can call the group bchavioralists, so long as we do not confuse 
their views with that of strict, and now antiquated, behaviorism. 

^ The closest thing to such a history for American political science 
is the work of A. Haddow, op. cit. and occasional references to political 
science in histories of the social sciences, such as in (he Encyclopaedia of 
the Social Sciences, Vol. I, ‘The Social Sciences as Disciplines,” pp. 324-49. 
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To this stage in the development of political science, there 
has existed only latent recognition of the fact that there are dif¬ 
ferent kinds of data relevant to the understanding of a political 
problem. For the most part, each political scientist has been in¬ 
clined to insist upon the priority, if not the exclusiveness, of the 
kind of data to which he happens to be committed and to neglect 
almost entirely other kinds. And yet, unawareness of the kinds 
of data typically used as the basis of contemporary research must 
leave us incapable even of discussing the issues involved in 
the formulation of systematic theory, let alone making a start at 
the substantive task of formulating such a theory. 


2. Prescribed or Legal Aspect of the Situation 

It can be said that students in traditional research have 
quite unwittingly been trying to establish the influence of the 
situation upon authoritative policy. In effect, they have been sug¬ 
gesting that what we must look at to understand the variables 
influencing policy is the impact of the situation created by indi¬ 
viduals out of their struetured relations. Although few in political 
science use the notion of situation deliberately and clearly, the 
ideas underlying it constantly appear. Traditional political science 
has been preoccupied with the role of institutions in the political 
process. It has been so because instinctively it has felt that the 
political situation or pattern of power created by the existence of 
various institutions has been a factor shaping policy. As a deter¬ 
minant of policy, the situation by implication has been conceived 
to be quite distinct from and more significant than the kind of 
people who acted in the situation. What is thus meant by situa¬ 
tional as contrasted with psychological data will become apparent 
in due course. 

A superficial glance over the history of traditional political 
science in the last fifty to seventy-five years would leave a con¬ 
trary impression; namely, that it has dealt not with one kind of 
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data, called situational, but with at least two different kinds of 
data. This conclusion would, however, be true only superficially. 
Closer scrutiny would reveal that although traditional research has 
been concerned with varying classes of phenomena, at least two, 
to be specific, the generic quality of these phenomena as data for 
research has in fact remained constant. This remark may seem 
puzzling at first, but it will become clear if we turn briefly to the 
evolution of political research. 

If we take the Civil War as a starting point, we can sec 
that research has passed through two important phases, each 
marked off by the kind of phenomena used to understand politi¬ 
cal activity. Bach phase turned to different kinds of institutions 
to describe political life. In the first, research was concerned with 
governmental institutions, those organizations recognized as legally 
performing for society the special tasks of deciding and executing 
formal policy.^ These institutions are described, at first, in purely 
legal terms and later, in “realistic” terms, as an aspect of human 
activity. In the second phase, traditional research seeks to explain 
the political process, on the one hand primarily through the study 
of non-governmental organizations, such as the organized pressure 
or interest group, and on the other, through the description of the 
influence of stable, enduring social aggregates of an unorganized 
nature such as social classes, regional, religious, ethnic, and simi¬ 
lar social classifications. 

My point here will be that the movement of traditional re¬ 
search through these two phases did not lead to a change in the 
general nature of the data being investigated. The kind of phe¬ 
nomena, it is true, did change. Interest in the legal aspect of gov¬ 
ernmental institutions yielded to concern for the activity of the 
human beings in the government. The latter, in turn, gave way 

* Governmental institutions can no longer be differentiated from others 
merely by virtue of the sanctions that they arc able to impose. F.sscntially 
these sanctions are little different from those of other organizations such 
as the church, trade unions, and the like. At one time or another all have 
used both violent and non-violent means of persuasion with varying degrees 
of legitimacy attached to this use. 
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to an interest in the activity of the social groups whose influence 
government tends to reflect. The generic quality of the research 
data, however, remained the same. All changing phenomena 
were ways whereby traditional research sought to illuminate 
the various institutional elements in the political situation. The 
data, therefore, remained situational throughout the whole period. 
A few words and illustrations about the historical development of 
empirical research will clarify this point and at the same time 
elaborate on the meaning of situational data. 

Sometime after the Civil War, as political science begins 
to evolve into a discipline separate from economics, sociology, 
philosophy, and other branches of knowledge, the character of 
research typical to this new discipline becomes clear. Wherever 
they are not just political history, political data are composed of 
legal descriptions of the governmental structure or of the activities 
going on within the governmental and near-governmental struc¬ 
tures. In its historical development, interest in the legal aspect of 
governmental institutions arose first, preceding the kind of re¬ 
search which, for reasons soon to be evident, I shall call political 
realism. Let us look first at the legal interest in structure. 

Although the great constitutional, that is, legal, debates of 
the late eighteenth century in the United States stimulated an in¬ 
terest in and esteem for legal description of political life, in the 
last analysis this interest reflected and at the same time contrib¬ 
uted to a typically European way of looking at politics. Utili¬ 
tarianism is the classic theoretical expression of the legal outlook. 
The English utilitarians, deriving their inspiration from Bentham, 
presupposed that men were rational in their activity. To achieve 
political change, they need simply select the kind of political re¬ 
lations they consider preferable, issue laws formally establishing 
these relations, and men will automatically adjust to the pre¬ 
scribed structure. The rationalistic aphorism implicit in political 
studies was “change the institutions and men will follow.” 

Obviously what was meant by a change of institutions was 
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that legal injunctions establishing new political relations would 
automatically produce the anticipated results. The founders of a 
constitution might conceivably have made some error because of 
ignorance of what was actually desired or inadequate wisdom as 
to the kind of structure that would make the attainment of a 
particular goal possible. But within the terms of the structural ra¬ 
tionalism of utilitarian premises, the lessons of trial and error 
need only be incorporated into subsequent modifications of the 
original institutions to lead men to conform to one’s objectives. 
Bentham had expressed this well when he had argued for the es¬ 
tablishment of an artificial harmony in men’s political relations by 
the simple device of wiping out by law the old social and com¬ 
mercial customs and substituting for them a new political struc¬ 
ture based on popular suffrage and a rationalized legislature. It 
led Bentham and James Mill to assume that the extension and 
architecture of the franchise would go a long way towards con¬ 
trolling the actions of political representatives. 

In the United States, the juristic premises with regard to 
political institutions merged with the historical circumstances to 
entrench them even more firmly than in Europe. It seemed almost 
inevitable for the dispute over the Constitution to take legal shape. 
By its very nature, the Constitution had been the product of legal 
decisions formally taken at one moment in history. The dominant 
note of The Federalist, which early became a prominent political 
text in the universities, was legal simply because the new political 
structure discussed in these essays was still only a piece of paper, 
a set of legal injunctions calculated to organize or structure the 
activities of men. The authors of the Constitution were compelled 
by the circumstances to stress the structure of political life rather 
than the process. They could not describe the actual activity of 
those in authority towards one another; they could only prescribe 
the desired relations of authority. The example of the founding 
fathers prevailed for almost a century and merged with European 
legal rationalism, the influence of which America did not escape. 
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With some notable exceptions, until the eighties, the Constitution 
was studied as though men acted out their political life in close 
conformity with its directives. 

Not all research that dealt with political data was legal in 
nature. What we know as political science drew the attention of 
historians, theologians, and philosophers, among others. But as 
the separate discipline of political science began to emerge, where 
research sought to be primarily empirical rather than moral, its 
legal nature became paramount; it consisted largely of an exami¬ 
nation of the legal provisions of the Constitution. It sought to 
determine the ways in which authority was distributed, without 
seriously examining political relations to see whether they ac¬ 
corded with legal prescription. 

A glance at one of the basic texts in use as late as the 
turn of the century illustrates this concern for legal structure. 
Burgess in his Political Science and Comparative Constitutional 
Law (1890) draws what appears to be a sharp distinction be¬ 
tween law and political science or the political and the legal ap¬ 
proaches to research. Political research, he writes, treats of the 
origins of states and constitutions. It describes the way in which 
particular political organizations have arisen and the social forces 
behind them. Legal description, on the other hand, explains the 
legal provisions for the organization of the state and government 
(such as the laws providing for liberty), for the organization of 
the state for change through amendment, for the constitution of 
government or distribution of authority in various bodies. It is 
clear here, in the light of the subsequent development of Ameri¬ 
can political science, that what Burgess called political science in 
his day was, in fact, political history and that the emerging political 
discipline was already distinguished by an interest in the legal 
analysis rather than in the evolution of political institutions. Their 
analysis, Burgess felt, was the appropriate domain for legal re¬ 
search. Political institutions, it was thought, could be understood 
by describing the legal code. 

What prompted students to turn to the legal code was not 
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only the rationalistic assumptions concerning the relation between 
the individual and the political structure, but also the utilitarian 
pre-occupation with the locus of formal political authority, that is, 
with sovereignty. Since Bodin, a large part of modem political 
science has turned on the search for the nature and locus of 
sovereignty. By the very nature of the formulation of the problem 
this quest for sovereignty led men to seek the seat of authority, 
the position of those who by law had the right to establish formal 
policy. Although not everyone conceived of sovereignty in the 
same terms, the matter always resolved itself either into a search 
for those who had the legal right to make policy or who ought to 
have this right. For Rousseau, it was a moral problem as to where 
the right ought to lie. For the utilitarians, such as Austin or Pol¬ 
lock, it was a factual problem as to who actually had the legal 
right to create policy. With the later utilitarians who sought scru¬ 
pulously to separate the moral from the factual problems, em¬ 
pirical research therefore restricted itself largely to describing the 
legal organs that had this sovereign right together with the various 
subsidiary organs utilized in its exercise. 

Succeeding students of political science rejected the legal 
interpretation because they felt that it did not describe the active 
variables which influenced the making of social policy. Strict le¬ 
galistic, amoral utilitarianism had not, of course, intended to deal 
with the question of the real source or determinants of power. It 
was still under the influence of Bodin in a sense; it was striving to 
indicate the legal basis of independence for a nation and hence 
was wrapped up in the problem of nationalism rather than in the 
search for the determinants of the political process. One of the 
characteristics of the independent political unit was the fact that 
somewhere within it there was an authority which had the su¬ 
preme legal right to make policy. Quite consciously it was dealing 
with the legal code rather than the actual political practices. 

After the eighties when students in increasing numbers be¬ 
gan to challenge the value of this kind of political data, in their 
haste to get down to so-called realities they lost sight of the value 
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of legal analysis. They did not realize that it had actually been 
defining an element of the situation which helps to determine 
policy. The legal aspect of political structure may in fact play an 
important role in limiting the alternative uses to which political 
power is put. However, in this period since those students who 
were attached to legal data had not conceived of political life as 
a complex web of interacting political activities, it was impossible 
for them to recognize the effective role of legal prescriptions in 
helping to determine the authoritative allocation of values. In¬ 
stead, they centered their attention in large measure on the prob¬ 
lem of locating and explaining the competence of the supreme 
legal authority of a society. The question to which they sought an 
answer was: Who has legal authority (not who has real power), 
and how is it brought to bear on authoritative policy? Failing to 
seek out the sources of effective power, they neglected to visual¬ 
ize their own data as one element in a political situation. 

To sec the role of the legal aspect of structure in the situa¬ 
tion, we must begin with the fact that a political situation occurs 
whenever two or more individuals interact in relation to social 
policy. The situation is structured when these persons stand in a 
relatively stable relation to each other. The situation has a legal 
structure when there is a code or set of imperatives that pre¬ 
scribes the legitimate rights and duties of each group of actors as 
compared with any other group. 

When the legal aspect of a political situation is viewed in 
this way, it immediately becomes apparent that the structuring by 
law helps to influence policy. A person seeking to influence policy 
must take into consideration the following facts: first, that the law 
consists of rules of conduct which people normally consider to be 
legitimate; and second, that if the law prescribes a formal struc¬ 
ture allocating powers of making legitimate rules to various parts 
of that structure, then this formal authority can be neglected only 
at one’s peril. “The legal is likely to emerge with the crown of 
victory, other things being equal.” ^ 

■C. E. Merriam, Political Power, p. 13. 
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A simple example will illustrate this point. If for the mo¬ 
ment we describe the separation of powers in the purely legal 
language of the Constitution (as amended by decisions of the 
Supreme Court), there is one fact no reasonable person could 
neglect. Whether or not the President uses his power, say, to veto 
legislation, he at least has the legitimate or legally recognized 
power to do so. In other words, the President’s relation to Con¬ 
gress is such that he has the legitimate^ power to influence in this 
way the outcome of policy discussion. The structure of the par¬ 
ticular situation here, that is, the relation of the President to Con¬ 
gress, leaves an impact on the activity within the situation which if 
ignored would omit one of the determinants of policy. Of course, 
whether the President has the actual power in the sense of having 
the power to exercise his legal right, would require looking at 
other elements in the situation to see what resistance they offer to 
the President’s actions. Because there are these other elements 
which, for an exhaustive analysis, must be introduced, the legal 
element fell short of a persuasive explanation of political activity. 
The point here, however, is that the legal element must not be 
overlooked. The extent to which it is an active determinant in any 
particular situation is a subject for empirical investigation at the 
time. 


3 . The Activity in Structure 

When traditional political science turned its attention from 
the legal codes to the human beings acting within government, its 
data proved to be no less situational in character. The period 
from the eighties to the First World War can be described as the 
first stage of realism in research. It is essentially a period of transi- 


* Unless otherwise indicated the idea of legitimacy will always be 
used in a psychological rather than a moral sense. Psychologically, an action 
is legitimate when it is popularly so accepted. An action would of course 
be moral only when it conforms to a given standard of right. 
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tion from the earlier legalism to the contemporary view of society 
as an interacting process among social groups. 

For the purposes at which it aimed, the use of legal data 
could not be challenged. It sought to reveal the source and formal 
structure of the legally competent organs of government. The 
only genuine criticism of this approach to political issues was the 
tendency of its adherents to mistake a part for the whole. Swept 
away by the search for legal sovereignty they were predisposed to 
assume that this was the whole of political science, that the whole 
of the situation out of which policy arose could be described in 
terms of legal authority. The grip of legal analysis relaxed only 
gradually; it was pried away from political research by the ap¬ 
pearance of a view of politics as a process. This new view led 
students to look behind the formal code. 

In political research it is customary today to speak of po¬ 
litical life as the political process; in a loose way the term is even 
used as a synonym for the ideas implicit in the political system. 
In its essence, the term political process refers to a method of 
interpreting phenomena as much as to the phenomena themselves. 
It suggests that all life is a pattern of interaction among social 
groups and individuals and that one aspect of this interaction re¬ 
lates to specifically political matters. Its orientation is towards the 
activity taking place in a political situation; this is its substantive 
implication. It also suggests that the various social units which 
act, each reacts on the other, ultimately shaping the policy that 
emerges for the whole society; this is its implication for method. 
Its crucial significance is, therefore, that it conceives of political 
life, not as the product of any one force, such as a class, a politi¬ 
cal structure, or some special social group, but as the product of 
multiple causes. In the search for these other factors influencing 
political life, students felt impelled to go beyond the legal struc¬ 
ture to the activity which gave it life. Both the substantive and 
procedural implications emerge simultaneously. 

In American political science this view of political life as 
a process of interacting parts grew only slowly out of deep 
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intellectual roots in the nineteenth century. It is not my intention 
to probe into these® except to mention their obvious relation to 
the dynamic interpretations of social life so prevalent in the nine¬ 
teenth century. The social dynamics of Comte, the dialectic of 
Hegel and Marx, the evolutionary movement of Darwin, the vi¬ 
talism of Bergson, and the whole notion of stages of civilization 
endemic to this age are all associated with the intellectual matrix 
to which the view of social life as a process can be traced. These 
are the more general thoughtways that reflected the tendencies of 
the whole age. Our interest here, however, is limited to under¬ 
standing the nature of the new kind of phenomena to which un¬ 
der the influence of the changing outlook, American political sci¬ 
ence turned. For this purpose it is more fruitful to look at the 
specific movement taking place in political science even though 
the full implications of this movement will thus be neglected. 

The view of political life as a process did not take root 
immediately upon the demise of an exclusively legal approach to 
structure. The substance of its intent begins to appear, although 
not the term itself, by the eighties. Not until the end of the First 
World War, however, does the term in its present meaning defi¬ 
nitely come into prominent use in American political science. The 
period from the eighties to the First World War is, therefore, one 
of maturation for this conception of political research.® 

In this transitional stage, students of political life began 
to denounce the legal approach to institutions as sterile and super¬ 
ficial. They argued that if one wished to discover who had the 
power to make social policy, it was not only insuflicient but mis¬ 
leading and erroneous to look to the legal provisions of the Con¬ 
stitution or the laws made under it. Instead, it became necessary 
to look at the “actual working” of these institutions and to relate 

“See M. Lerner, “Social Process,” Encyclopaedia of the Social Sci¬ 
ences, Vol. XIV. pp. 148-57. 

“As late as 1927 the juristic outlook towards politics was still suffi¬ 
ciently strong to draw the attack of W. B. Munro in The Invisible Govern¬ 
ment (New York: Macmillan, 1928), pp. 3-4 and 32. vSee also G. H. Sabine, 
“Political Science and the Juristic Point of View,” 22 American Political 
Science Review (1928), 553-75. 
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the various arrangements that were devised in practice to the ac¬ 
tual locus of power. It was a period, in other words, when the 
emphasis in research began to shift from the discussion of legal 
competence to that of power or actual influence over policy. For 
this reason it is meaningful to call this the phase of realism in re¬ 
search. 

Realism coincides with a similar development in Europe 
which had taken root perhaps a little earlier*^ but which in fact 
was a product and symptom of the same social forces at work in 
the Western world. Severe economic fluctuations towards the end 
of the nineteenth century and increasing imperial rivalries brought 
the golden days of the Victorian equilibrium to an untimely close. 
The dislocations of rapidly mounting urban industrialism and its 
accompanying agricultural readjustments gave birth to critical so¬ 
cial problems, particularly in the United States. New social groups 
began to make their presence felt especially by trespassing on the 
ground of the older social forces. These domestic and interna¬ 
tional disturbances threw into bold relief the inadequacies of try¬ 
ing to understand political life as a rational adjustment to codes. 
During an epoch of relatively peaceful, linear social evolution, 
when the going values were accepted without serious challenge 
and the power of traditional social groupings seemed compara¬ 
tively secure, political research could be indifferent to the actual 
patterns of activity in the struggles over social policy. But upon 
the disturbance of this relative stability, adaptation to the chang¬ 
ing environment demanded inquiry into the actual working of 
institutions. 

Perusal of the work of some of the more influential realists 
will put us in a position to appreciate their contribution to the 
development of the notion of political process and the kind of 
data that it implies. Woodrow Wilson, in his Congressional Gov- 
ernment, was the first political scientist in the United States to 
make a significant effort to break the old legal pattern. But since 

^ See, for example, the work of H. J. S. Maine, W. H. Lecky, J. F. 
Stephen, K. Marx, G. Mosca, and V. Pareto, to mention only a few. 
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his discontent with contemporary research drew much of its 
strength from Walter Bagehot in England, a glance at the latter’s 
work will illumine the nature and the limits of Wilson’s breach 
with the past. Wilson regularly refers to Bagehot’s English Con¬ 
stitution^ but even if he had failed to mention it at all, not only 
the content of Congressional Government, but its very style might 
have suggested the author’s affinity to the English writer. 

While Bagehot does not stand alone, he is nevertheless 
one of the specific channels through which the growing changes 
in social science, the new realism of the nineteenth century, began 
to penetrate into American political research.® In the opening 
paragraphs of his English Constitution, Bagehot indicates his dis¬ 
satisfaction with what he called the paper description or the liter¬ 
ary theory of the English constitution, which saw power shared in 
a balance by King, Lords, and Commons. Bagehot rejected this 
paper description and sought rather to get at the “living reality” 
of the constitution. He finds it in the fact that the English political 
structure consists of two basic parts: the dignified or theatrical 
and the efficient parts. The dignified part he identifies with the 
monarchy and aristocracy. These elements which to Bagehot’s 
time had been considered an intrinsic part of political power, 
Bagehot now considers to be of importance in the political struc¬ 
ture only as a means of maintaining the loyalty of the multitude. 
They are vital in holding obedience to authority. The second fun¬ 
damental part consists of those who wield this authority, the effi¬ 
cient elements in the political system. These he identifies with the 
Cabinet sitting in the House of Commons and deriving its moral 
and material strength from the middle class. Here lies the real 
authority and power in the political system. 

•(World’s Classics cd., New York: Oxford University Press, 1928). 

• For a summary of the place of Bagehot in the history of American 
political research, see W. F. Willoughby’s introduction to G. A. Weber, 
Organized Efforts for the Improvement of Administration in the United 
State (New York: D. Appleton, 1919), pp. 4-7; sec also my own article 
“Walter Bagehot and Liberal Realism,*’ 43 American Political Science 
Review (1949), 17-37. 
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In the introduction to one edition^^ of the English Consti^ 
tution, the Earl of Balfour arg^es that since the Crown and the 
aristocracy contributed to the unity of the community, Bagehot 
had really erred in classifying it only as a dignified element in 
the constitution. In fact it is as efficient as any other operating 
part of the political mechanism. Acceptance of this interpretation 
would, however, conceal the essential revolution that Bagehot had 
introduced into traditional English thinking on the constitution. 
He was interested in discovering the real seat of legislative au¬ 
thority and the source of political power in the community. In 
this sense he was arguing that the Crown and the aristocratic class 
within the bosom of which it existed, no longer played an effec¬ 
tive role in making decisions on social policy but rather contrib¬ 
uted to maintaining the cohesion of the political system so that 
others could make decisions. For Bagehot, penetration to the real¬ 
ity led beyond the formal appearances to the social groups who 
held political power, in this case the middle class, or, in more 
general terms, to the locus of power in the political structure. 

Today Bagehot is read largely for his views on the com¬ 
parative merits of the British and American political structures as 
well as for his classic statement of the British constitution. Today, 
however, we tend to neglect the fact that he directed attention 
to a new level of data which had to be taken into consideration 
in all subsequent descriptions of political systems. Even those who 
contested his conclusions about the rigidities and the incapacities 
of the Presidential structure were nevertheless compelled, even to 
prove him wrong, to join him in rejecting the legal description of 
structure. This is true for example of Lowell.^^ Those who agreed 
with Bagehot in his views on the separation of powers, on the 
other hand, such as Woodrow Wilson, could do no less than to 
adopt his practice of seeking out the so-called realities. 

Wilson never quite achieves the insight into political in- 

World's Classics. 

“A. L. Lowell, Essays on Government, csp. Essay I on “Cabinet 
Responsibility and the Constitution.*’ 
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stitutions shown by Bagehot. In his Congressional Government 
Wilson restricts himself largely to describing the locus of formal 
authority rather than of power. He leaves the impression that the 
basic influences on social policy emerge out of the committees of 
Congress, and he peers only momentarily beyond the committees 
to the other social factors that help to influence the decisions of 
the committees. Bagehot had anticipated the need to attend to the 
kind of phenomena that relate power to authority, an insight that 
for the United States was left to James Bryce, Henry Jones Ford, 
and others. 

In emulating Bagehot, Wilson too inveighs against the lit¬ 
erary theory, of the American Constitution in this case, which 
pictures the political structure as a finely adjusted set of checks 
and balances prescribed in The Federalist. He writes that 

one of the most striking facts, as it seems to me, in 
the history of our politics is, that that [constitu¬ 
tional] system has never received complete and 
competent critical treatment at the hands of any, 
even the most acute, of our constitutional writers. 

They view it, as it were, from behind. Their 
thoughts are dominated, it would seem, by those 
incomparable papers of the “Federalist,” which, 
though they were written to influence only the vot¬ 
ers of 1788, still, with a strange, persistent longev¬ 
ity of power, shape the constitutional criticism of 
the present day, obscuring much of that develop¬ 
ment of constitutional practice which has since 
taken place. The Constitution in operation is mani¬ 
festly a very different thing from the Constitution 
of the books.^2 

In effect, Wilson urges that although authority may be for¬ 
mally divided among the various branches of the political struc- 
^ Congressional Government, pp. 9-10. 
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ture, in practice the power to make public decisions is distributed 
among the various committees of Congress. Whatever the Feder¬ 
alist papers may say about the political structure and however 
much the legal-political texts may continue to aflSrm this descrip¬ 
tion, in practice neither the courts nor the President can interfere 
with the power of the committees. Exceptional circumstances may 
at times permit the courts or the President’s will to prevail but the 
daily, continuous power lies with Congress. By the edition in 
1900 of Congressional Government, when the Presidency had 
again begun to grow in stature, Wilson was ready to recognize its 
increasing political power. Although his interpretation was shift¬ 
ing, the kind of phenomena he felt it was necessary to look at, 
that which he considered the realities of power, remained the 
same. 

As I have suggested, although Wilson had here contrib¬ 
uted to a new conception of the political structure, he had still 
stopped short of the lessons urged by Bagehot. He had in fact 
only passed from an examination of the legal code prescribing the 
kind of political relations in which men ought to stand to a recog¬ 
nition that the location of power in the structure did not carry out 
the intention of the founders. Bagehot, on the other hand, had 
suggested that while one must look to the locus of power in the 
governmental part of the political structure, research must pene¬ 
trate even beyond this level of phenomena to the social forces in 
the community which were the real movers of the governmental 
structure. In England he identified this as the small middle class. 
Wilson was not blind to the fact that the men in Congress did not 
cut their policy out of whole cloth but were themselves to some 
extent the creatures of other influences. He comments on the need 
to look at the social origins of legislators, at the activity of the 
lobbyist and at the responsiveness of the various political organs, 
such as the courts, to party passion and public opinion. But this 
awareness that policy may be formulated in the light of the power 
of groups external to the actual governmental structure is inci- 
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dental to the main tone of his analysis. It was left to others to 
trace out more closely this connection with social forces. 

In the historical period of which I am speaking, James 
Bryce was one of the most influential of these writers. Although his 
American Commonwealth stands with one foot securely lodged in 
traditional legal description—the bulk of his research deals with 
the legal prescriptions concerning political relations—it was modern 
and challenging for the time primarily because of its chapters de¬ 
voted to the influence of party and public opinion on the makers of 
policy at Washington or at the state capitols. The novelty of his 
theme was unmistakable at the very outset of his work. 

There are three main things that one wishes 
to know about a national commonwealth, viz. its 
framework and constitutional machinery, the meth¬ 
ods by which it is worked, the forces which move it 
and direct its course. It is natural to begin with the 
first of these. Accordingly, I begin with the gov¬ 
ernment; and as the powers of government are 
two-fold, being vested partly in the National or 
Federal authorities and partly in the Stales, I begin 
with the National government, whose structure pre¬ 
sents less difficulty to European minds, because it 
resembles the National government in each of 
their own countries. Part I therefore contains an 
account of the several Federal authorities, the 
President, Congress, the Courts of Law. It de¬ 
scribes the relations of the National or central 
power to the several States. It discusses the nature 
of the Constitution as a fundamental supreme law, 
and shows how this stable and rigid instrument 
has been in a few points expressly, in many others 
tacitly and half-unconsciously modified. 

Part II deals similarly with the State Gov- 
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eramcnts, examining the constitutions that have 
established them, the authorities which administer 
them, the practical working of their legislative 
bodies. . . . 

(Part III) The whole machinery, both of 
national and of State governments, is worked by 
the political parties. Parties have been organized 
far more elaborately in the United States than any¬ 
where else in the world, and have passed more 
completely under the control of a professional 
class. . . . Part III contains a sketch of this party 
system and of the men who “run” it, topics which 
deserve and would repay a fuller examination than 
they have yet received even in America, or than 
my limits permit me to bestow. 

(Part IV) The parties, however, are not 
the ultimate force in the conduct of affairs. Behind 
and above them stands the people. Public opinion, 
that is the mind and conscience of the whole na¬ 
tion, is the opinion of persons who are included in 
the parties, for the parties taken together are the 
nation; and the parties, each claiming to be its 
true exponent, seek to use it for their purposes.^*’* 


This excerpt reveals how closely he works within the pat¬ 
tern to which Bagehot had contributed and thereby probes fur¬ 
ther than Wilson into the elements shaping social policy. Bryce is 
not content to stop with a description of the way in which the gov¬ 
ernmental structure prescribed by a constitution works in practice. 
For him, this is merely the first step towards discovering the fac¬ 
tors that influence activity within the formal governmental struc¬ 
ture. He gives one of the most vivid descriptions available of the 
actual structure of political parties, for insight rivaled to this day 

“J. Bryce, The American Commonwealth, Vol. I, pp. 5-6. 
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only by Ostrogorski and Michels. He visualized the party as a 
group of men dominated by the Inner Circle of full-time profes¬ 
sionals, the party managers and ward politicians, and supported by 
an Outer Circle of part-time political workers. Together these are 
the wirepullers, a term popularized in England by Maine and 
Stephen, which expressively tells the part they were thought to 
play in molding policy. But driven by a relentless passion to pur¬ 
sue to their tap roots the elements out of which the political situa¬ 
tion grows, Bryce was dissatisfied even with this novel insight into 
the party structure. He turned briefly from the structured relations 
of the party bureaucracy to the social circumstances that deter¬ 
mine the nature of the men who participate in the party leader¬ 
ship—their educational background, class origins, and individual 
motivation.^^ He thereby displayed an inclination to reconstruct 
the whole situation instrumental in shaping social policy. His em¬ 
phasis remains, however, with the party structure rather than 
with the social circumstances outside of it. 

In summary then, as illustrated in this early work of Wil¬ 
son and Bryce, political realism scarcely succeeds in escaping the 
clutches of legal utilitarianism. In viewing political research as 
largely a way of discovering where power over policy lies, it did 
not really go further than to substitute for a legal interest in the 
locus of competence within the governmental structure, a concern 
for the locus of actual power within the same structure. I^or the 
times, this was to be sure a tremendous stride beyond legal phe¬ 
nomena; but in retrospect, especially in the perspective of the 
whole progress of empirical political science, it recedes to a modest 
position. It becomes in fact only a short, although vital, step away 
from legal phenomena. For the legalist, the relevant element of the 
situation out of which policy arises was the formal structure of 
government. For the realist, the situation is still confined largely to 
governmental or such near-governmental structures as the political 
party. While legal description was rejected as a true picture of 


** See op. cit., Vol. II, part IV. 
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structure, the realists were, nevertheless, stiff captives of tbe juris¬ 
tic framework of thought to the extent that they failed to pass be- 
yond the study of the activity within the legal structure. Their 
awareness of the role of party did not in itself carry them far past 
governmental structure. They had simply added political parties to 
their inventory of govemmentally relevant institutions. Just as 
legal research had viewed the supreme authority in a legal 
vacuum, so realistic research tended to see the actors in the gov¬ 
ernmental and party structures as autonomous, self-activating, and 
self-deciding groups rather than as a part in a complex interaction 
of political elements. There is no doubt that the realists showed 
signs of knowing better and, as I have suggested, strong hints of 
this knowledge appear in their work, but they were still too close to 
jurisprudence to be able to free themselves entirely. 

Yet the germ of subsequent political research was there. 
Policy was no longer the product of men acting in relations pre¬ 
scribed by law. The situation out of which policy arose had been 
broadened from the legal to the actual patterns of political rela¬ 
tions. It is true, the realists confined their attention largely to the 
same kind of structures as the legalists, and they did not see that 
the participants in these structures were linked to a broader po¬ 
litical matrix. Nevertheless, to the extent that they went beyond 
the legal code, they were adding a new kind of phenomenon to 
the storehouse of political research. They were continuing to 
write about governmental institutions, but in such a way that they 
were really identifying a new class of phenomena that had to be 
taken into consideration when searching for the determinants of 
policy. Yet, at the same time, these new data were of the same 
genus as the earlier and continuing legal facts in that they con¬ 
tributed a new element to a description of the situation shaping 
policy. In effect, the realists had declared that in making social 
policy, the policy-makers must take into consideration, not only the 
legal disposition of authority within the governmental structure, 
but also the actual distribution of power in this structure and the 
related political parties. 



Chapter 


The Total Structure of the Situation 


But why do not the real leaders overturn the 
nominal and substitute themselves for their 
dummies? This ignores the whole basis of 
power which lies in a social situation, 
conditioning the actions of the leaders, and 
making it difficult or impossible for them 
to operate against the very basis of their own 
authority. They are not merely leaders 
per se, but they function in a total situation 
of which they are parts. 

Charles E. Merriam 


Earlier I noted that from the perspective of contempo¬ 
rary political science, the institutional elements conceived as in¬ 
teracting to influence authoritative policy could be reduced to 
two main types. I have discussed the first, governmental institu¬ 
tions. We are now ready to pass on to the second, non¬ 
governmental groups. 
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1 . The Group Element 

In the twentieth century, a new concept crept gradually 
into political research, the idea that political activity is part of a 
process. With the spread of this new way of looking at political 
life, summed up in the term political process, we have the un¬ 
witting acceptance of the notion that social policy could best be 
viewed as part of a total situation. The conviction emerges that 
to understand how policy is formed and applied it is crucial to 
see political actors as part of a total situation which constrains, 
shapes, and directs their activity. Let us see just what is involved 
in the idea of a political process and how this idea strengthened 
and broadened the concern of political research for situational 
data. 

Several unstated premises are involved in the idea of a 
political process.^ The term signifies, first, that policy arises out 
of a situation consisting of the interaction of various social ele¬ 
ments; second, that policy is not a final product but an aspect of 
an ongoing interaction among the various elements of the social 
situation; and third, that of the vast variety of activity involved 
in political situations, that of the persons within the govern¬ 
mental and party structure is only a manifest and small part, 
when compared with the importance of non-govcmmental social 
groups. For this reason, the term describes an extension of the 
work of the realists. It picks up their hints that a thorough under¬ 
standing of the context of policy-making and execution would 
have to go beyond activity at the level of governmental institu¬ 
tions, hints that they themselves had never been able to put to 
intensive use. 

In its origins and even today, the political process has 
been viewed principally as the interaction among governmental 
institutions and social groups. The process approach has implied 

‘Some of these premises are visible, for example, in O. Garceau, 
“Research in the Political Process,” 45 American Political Science Review 
(1951), 69-85. 
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that to understand fully the matrix within which the policy 
is in constant process of formulation and application, one must 
reveal the role of groups, especially, although not exclusively, of 
pressure or interest groups. This helps to account for the deluge 
of interest-group studies in the last twenty-five years. Even gov¬ 
ernmental institutions are now customarily treated in this con¬ 
text as a species of interest groups acting back on policy in terms 
of its own interest in the situation.- 

Since the First World War intensive examination of 
group activity has led to the analysis of policy as the continuing 
product of a situation defined largely in terms of participating 
groups. This is the meaning suggested, for example, when we 
read about the process in political parties. Research into the party 
process seeks to understand party ideology and actions as the 
product of group pressures surrounding them. These pressures 
may take the form of a bureaucracy with an interest divergent 
from the membership or of various class, functional, regional, 
and other groupings. Similarly, the study of the legislative proc¬ 
ess has come to mean more than the description of the procedures 
of the legislature and its component committees. It now means a 
study of the way in which policy is influenced by the existence 
of interest groups, lobbies, relevant non-organized publics, re¬ 
gional and class interests, and the like. 

Political process has, therefore, been the special term 
used to denote the importance of the interaction of groups for 
social policy. Its use leaves the impression that the political proc¬ 
ess is above all a group process and that here political science has 
finally got down to rock bottom in describing the various ele¬ 
ments of a typical political situation. In short, since early in the 
twentieth century the impression has been left that this view of 
the political process is final and if not exhaustive, at least defini¬ 
tive for all primary elements. 

The origin of the concept of political process permits 

* See for example, V. O. Key, “Administration as Politics,” op. cit., 
chapter 7. 
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us to appreciate this almost inextricable relation with the group 
emphasis. It emerged towards the end of the nineteenth century 
in the United States, although it has a history in Europe, in 
the sociological and political literature in particular, that 1 shall 
not attempt to trace here. By the end of the nineteenth century 
sociologists, who in that day were often concerned with political 
problems, had adopted the concept as a valuable tool for describ¬ 
ing the special subject matter of sociology. 

The American sociologist, Albion Small, clearly sets this 
forth in his General Sociology (1905). There he seeks to show 
the limitations of the deductive and speculative sociology of the¬ 
orists such as Comte or Spencer and to this end calls for a return 
to social realities. Deceptively, the fundamental reality in so¬ 
ciety for Small is the individual. The individual is a bundle of 
interests, desires, or wants, conditioned by geographic, racial, 
economic, aesthetic, and other considerations. But because of 
the nature of social life, the individual who seeks to satisfy these 
wants is compelled to unite in groups which represent these in¬ 
terests. Accordingly for Small the true datum of social science is 
group life and the forms of its interaction. Following Ratzen- 
hofer. Small calls this interaction the social process. It is “a con¬ 
tinual formation of groups around interests and a continuous 
exertion of reciprocal influence by means of group-action.** ® 

In this way social process conveyed two major ideas which 
are not necessarily associated but which became closely linked 
together for some time in political research. In the first place, 
it conveyed the notion that social life is not a product or pre¬ 
cipitate which can be examined at any moment in time in order 
to understand its nature. It is rather a constant flux of activity 
or social interaction. Comprehension of society would depend 
on knowing the nature of interaction rather than on formally 
depicting any set of relations as static at a specific point in time. 
But Small, following his European prototypes, developed the 
theme that for purposes of research the basic character of the 

• A. W. Small, General Sociology» p. 209. Italics in original. 
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process lay in the fact that groups rather than individuals were 
the significant elements in it. Therefore, in the second place, 
the notion suggested by the term “process” was that group life 
provided the vehicle for social interaction. 

Both these implications ^adually penetrated research in 
political science. The political process analogously is a continu¬ 
ing flux of activity among social elements that seek to influence 
policy. The process conception views social elements as in con¬ 
stant tension or power struggle over policy, and the task of the 
political scientist is to extricate the various elements for inde¬ 
pendent study in order to determine the exact role of each. But 
for most political scientists, the political process is not only a 
complex network of human interaction; it is also specifically the 
interaction of groups. Political life is primarily to be viewed as 
group life. “The expansion and contraction of group patterns, 
the redistribution of individuals throughout the complex matrix 
—this is the social [and analogously, the political] process.”* 
Or, as another author has put it: “This type of analysis has cer¬ 
tain obvious attractions. ... It directs attention to the fre¬ 
quently neglected richness of group and sub-group energy which 
goes into the making of public policy. It visualizes the develop¬ 
ment of public policy as a dynamic product of interacting 
forces.” ® We can see evidence of this conception of the process 
in the spate of studies during the late twenties and the thirties 
dealing with the interest group, class, ethnic, regional, and na¬ 
tionality basis of political activity. 


‘ H. L. Childs, “Pressure Groups and Propaganda,” in E. B. Logan 
(cd.) The American Political Scene (New York: Harper, 1936), pp. 205-42, 
on p. 205; see similarly H. L. Childs, Labor and Capital in Nattonal Politics 
(Columbus, Ohio; Ohio State University Press, 1930), p. 242. 

’ M. Fainsod, “Some Reflections on the Nature of the Regulatory 
Process” in Public Policy (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1940), 
pp. 297-323. on p. 298. 
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2 . The Group and the Situation 

For our present purpose, however, the importance of the 
process concept is not that it incorporated the notion of constant 
group interaction, but that in so doing it was adding to the ele¬ 
ments of the situation. By the very way in which the group con¬ 
ception of the process is formulated, it suggests that the influence 
exercised by the groups in the process stems from the kind of 
situation they create rather than from the kind of people in¬ 
volved in these situations. In this sense, the discovery and ap¬ 
plication of the concept of process in the twentieth century, 
with its novel emphasis on group phenomena, was extending 
and intensifying earlier research by adding to it new kinds of 
phenomena such as social groups. These were now, for the first 
time, considered part of the total political situation. Although 
uncovering new phenomena, the concept of political process still 
referred to the same kind of data, namely, the impact of the 
situation, with an enriched idea of the elements in this situation. 

The sociological origins of this concept give us the clue 
to the fact that it was directed to this unique and vital kind of 
data for understanding social policy. No work in political science 
better clarifies the nature of this conception of political data 
than Arthur Bentley’s The Process of Government, The fact that 
Bentley wrote his book in 1908 does not impair the truth of 
this statement; it reflects rather his tremendous insight in being 
able to present in anticipation the kind of data to which political 
scientists would commit themselves, in large part, for the next 
fifty years. It is true that until recently Bentley’s work has had 
no discernible influence on the growth of American political 
science; reference to it docs not begin until the twenties with 
the rise of interest-group studies. It is only today, indeed, that 
a more general and belated revival of The Process of Government 
has become apparent.® But in spite of the fact that it preceded 

• See most recently the heavy dependence on Bentley of D. Truman, 
The Governmental Process (New York: Knopf, 1951), csp. p. ix. 
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the main development in political research during the last half- 
century, that it is dated by an uncompromising hostility to in¬ 
trospective psychology and by an aflirmation of an involved and 
antiquated psychological behaviorism, and despite the further 
fact that few students of politics have read the work until re¬ 
cently, it is still one of the best expressions of the kind of data to 
which political scientists have traditionally confined themselves. 

Bentley stands as the watershed between the simple real¬ 
ism of Wilson and the more complex realism of the group ap¬ 
proach to political process. He divides political reality in its di¬ 
rect empirical, rather than philosophical, sense into three levels: 
the formal legal structure, the action of men organized into the 
structure of government, and a deeper level of activity to which 
he claimed, with a great measure of truth, most political scien¬ 
tists had hitherto been blind.^ Government, he says, is a product 
of the interaction of these lower-lying forces. These arc the forces 
that really shape the activity of men. But action is a relationship 
between men who act and react on each other, and accordingly 
action can be viewed not as the product of individual behavior 
but solely as the product of the group. With Small, therefore, 
whose thinking much of Bentley’s work reflects, Bentley con¬ 
cludes that the political process consists of the activity of groups. 
The process of government—and the term government in the 
title of his work means politics in general -consists of the strug¬ 
gle among groups for the control of the activity of political or¬ 
ganizations such as governmental organs. 

Bentley comes closer than any earlier writer and most 
subsequent ones to discerning the true nature of the apparently 
changing data with which traditional political science has been 
concerned. "The mere fact that Bentley understood political ac¬ 
tivity to consist of group interaction docs not exhaust his inter¬ 
pretation of political life. He goes on to suggest what might be 
called a hydraulic theory of power; namely, that the pressure 

^ A. F. Bentley, op. cit., chapter 7. 

" Ibid., pp. 260-3. 
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among interests over the content of social policy can be described 
as a “push and resistance between groups” ® for control of gov¬ 
ernmental apparatus. Pressure here seems to be transmitted from 
one group to the other in much the same way as hydraulic 
pressure exerts its force on objects. 

In a long introductory section to his work, Bentley de¬ 
liberately rejects what he considers to be the customary psycho¬ 
logical approach in terms of feelings, attitudes, and ideas of par¬ 
ticipants in political events. The actions of the groups must be 
interpreted, he holds, as responses to the pressures of other 
groups. Implicit here is the notion that one group responds to 
the pressure of the other because, in anticipation, it can visualize 
the response that a particular activity will stimulate and then, in 
terms of its own estimate of the effect of this response on its own 
interests, it acts accordingly.^® The hydraulic theory of power 
suggested in Bentley is implicitly asserting that each group re¬ 
sponds to the actual and anticipated activity from outside itself 
and is limited in its actions by the presence, actual or imputed, 
of these activities. “All phenomena of government,” he writes, 
“are phenomena of groups pressing one another, forming one 
another, and pushing out new groups and group representatives 
(the organs or agencies of government) to mediate the adjust¬ 
ments. It is only as we isolate these group activities, determine 
their representative values, and get the whole process stated 
in terms of them, that we approach to a satisfactory knowledge 
of government.” 

This is a specific and concrete way of saying that the 
power structure of the situation, the activity, as Bentley puts it, 
determines the policy adopted and the way it is put into effect. 
He himself feels constrained to adopt the very term “situation” 
and to show its relevance. “No matter how highly generalized 
or how specific the ideas and feelings are which we are consider- 

•Ibid., p. 258. 

^®Cf. C. J. Friedrich’s “rule of anticipated reactions” in Constitu¬ 
tional Government and Democracy, pp. 589 ff. 

“ A. F. Bentley, op. cit., p. 269. 
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ing, they never lose their reference to a ‘social something.’ . . . 
Neither anger, nor liberty, nor any feeling or idea in between 
can be got hold of anywhere except as phases of social situations. 
They stand out as phases, moreover, only with reference to cer¬ 
tain positions in the social situation or complex of situations in 
the widest sense, within which they themselves exist.” in 
his enthusiasm for the identification of the structure within 
which activity takes place, Bentley would recognize, other than 
activity, no such variable as the personalities or the feelings of 
the participants.^® 

The tendencies of contemporary studies of interest 
groups admirably demonstrate the extent to which political sci¬ 
ence has largely been preoccupied with this situational kind of 
subject matter. Why have political scientists undertaken to study 
groups? The obvious answer is that the activities of groups, their 
numerical strength, the intensity of feeling behind them, and 
their techniques in persuading the electorate and politicians to 
support them all have a bearing on the kind of decisions and 
actions which such political mechanisms as an agency or Con¬ 
gress or the Presidency will make and take with regard to the 
pressure group’s interest. When traditional political research is 
called upon to describe the way in which the activity of these 
interests influences the activity of formal policy-makers and admin¬ 
istrators, the resulting policy is viewed as a product not only of the 
motivations or personalities of the actors, but also of the activity- 
response that the makers of policy anticipate will be evoked by 
their decision. Underlying traditional research is the assumption 
that, for example, when a governmental agency acts on policy, 
it will speculate on a number of decisions and will hope to choose 
that alternative which, in anticipation, would seem to evoke 
from groups in its environment the least number of responses 
considered by the agency to be hostile to its objectives. The 
structure of the situation for the agency will therefore include 

” Ibid., pp. 169-70. 

Ibid., all of Part I and p. 198. 
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the constellation of pressures arrayed for and against it and an 
estimate of their relative strengths and of the consequences that 
might flow from any of the possible alternative decisions and 
actions. It is to this kind of data that traditional research looks. 

The activities of interest groups are, of course, not the 
only factors relevant to a decision or to part of the structure of a 
political situation. A complete understanding of the determinants 
of the action of an agency, for example, in terms of the concept 
of political process, would take into consideration the way in 
which all interacting groups, including the agency as a group 
with an interest of its own, and as we shall see later in this 
chapter, other kinds of social aggregates, acted and reacted on 
one another.^^ This process of group interaction can be described, 
however, as the product of how groups respond to the structure 
of the situation. In effect, research students have been saying: 
Let us keep the motivations of the actors constant and thereby 
delete them from the situation. Whatever the feelings of the in¬ 
dividuals within the group may be, if we are looking at the proc¬ 
ess from the point of view of any one group, then its decisions 
and actions (policy) will be modifled by the power of varying 
constellations of groups arrayed around it. 


3. Types of Social Aggregates in the Situation: 

Sociai Groups 

Up to this point I have been trying to show that latter- 
day research into the role of various social groups in the political 
process has led to the identiflcation of situational data. Further 
evidence to point up this argument can be adduced if we in- 


Bentley has sometimes been accused of depicting governmental 
institutions as devoid of independent interests of their own and therefore 
as pure creatures of the will of pressure groups. Such an interpretation 
forces Bentley farther than he actually goes. He was sharply aware of what 
we today call the politics of administration. See ibid., pp. 443-4. 
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quire into the kind of social aggregates which contemporary po¬ 
litical science has discerned as elements in the structure of the 
situation. 

In political science research workers tend to lump all social 
aggregates together as though for purposes of research no one 
aggregate was different from another. In fact, aggregates of hu¬ 
man beings come together in a variety of different relationships 
which can be conveniently classified. For example, an individual 
who belongs to the aggregate we call a crowd interacts with 
other members of the crowd in one way. If he and other indi¬ 
viduals were all members of an audience at a formally called 
political meeting he would interact in another. A crowd and an 
audience, in turn, both display kinds of interaction among their 
members quite different from those prevailing in a numerous 
geographically-dispersed public. To offer generalizations about 
the behavior of different social aggregates it would be necessary 
to recognize a variety of differing types. For our purpose, how¬ 
ever, it is enough to say that traditional political science has 
quite unwittingly been seeking to isolate the effect of such ag¬ 
gregates on authoritative policy. Every aggregate, in so far as it is 
relevant to the formulation and execution of policy, becomes a 
new element in the structure of the situation in traditional re¬ 
search. 

We can see how unerringly this research has sought for 
situational data, whatever the kind of human collectivity it 
undertook to analyze. Historically, those interested in the rela¬ 
tion of the group to the political process have never clearly dis¬ 
tinguished among such varieties of social aggregates as interest 
groups, economic and social classes, ethnic, religious, regional, 
age, sex, skill groupings, and the like. They have all been thrown 
together into a heterogeneous mixture of social aggregates. The 
major distinction made, as I have already indicated, has been 
between governmental institutions on the one hand and all 
other kinds of aggregates on the other. This distinction rested 
on the ground that the aggregates of human beings in institu- 
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tions we call governmental are said to have a sanctioning power 
significantly different from any other in the community. 

For purposes of understanding how power is amassed and 
used by social groups, however, there is another way of classify¬ 
ing some of the important social aggregates found in recurring 
political situations. As traditional political science has main¬ 
tained, an element of the structure of a situation consists of 
groups. In the large body of research concerning interest groups 
—and governmental groups are viewed as a species of interest 
groups—^what is obviously meant by a group is an organized 
collection of individuals.^^ The significant fact about govern¬ 
mental and interest groups for present purposes is not the dis¬ 
tinction in their legal competence. It is rather their similarity as 
groups in which the participants interact with each in an endur¬ 
ing way for the purpose of achieving stated or implied common 
purposes. Such groups have come to be called formal organiza¬ 
tions.^® The fact of deliberate organization for common goals 
distinguishes both governmental groups and interest groups from 
other kinds of institutional patterns of activity. Congress or the 
Supreme Court is no less a formal organization than a trade 
union or a farmers’ organization, however different the needs 
served by these various institutions may be. Aecordingly, there 
is essentially no difference in the form in which either interest 
groups or governmental institutions arc related to policy. Since 
both kinds of activity take the form of formal organizations, the 
task has been to discover their place in the power situation. 

” See, for example, the research of H. L. Childs, P. Herring, V. O. 
Key, or E. E. Schattschneider. 

^•See H. Simon, D. Smithburg, and V. Thompson, op. cit., p. 85; 
P. Selznick, '^Foundations of the Theory of Organization,” 13 American 
Sociological Review (1948), 25-35. Cf. P. Herring, Group Representation 
Before Congress (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1929), p. 6, where a 
group is defined as “a number of individuals bound together in a common 
cause or united by similar interests into an articulate unit”; and cf. H. L. 
Childs, Labor and Capital in National Politics, p. 7, who writes: “In any 
case the perception of such common attributes gives rise to a conscious at¬ 
tempt to marshal them and to regiment into groups the individuals con¬ 
cerned.” 
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An example referring to formal governmental organiza¬ 
tions alone, demonstrates that, with regard to this type of activity- 
pattern, political scientists have traditionally been searching for 
its consequences on the situation. Indeed, a large part of po¬ 
litical science is concerned with the study of the situational im¬ 
pact of formal governmental organizations. The American Con¬ 
stitution sets up a body of organizations that we call the national 
government, and one of its critical characteristics is the separation 
of powers. Students of political behavior (psychology) have com¬ 
plained of the lifeless way in which this institutional arrange¬ 
ment has been analyzed—and with considerable justice, since 
traditional research, even in the realistic phase, seldom pene¬ 
trates to the actual patterns of activity of which this complex re¬ 
lation is composed. But in spite of this obvious handicap, what is 
usually neglected by those who challenge the value of traditional 
political research is that the latter has been coming at the prob¬ 
lem from the point of view of the consequences of the situation 
for social policy. In effect, although not in these words, it has 
been suggesting that in a community in which the patterns of 
activity summarized in the phrase “separation of powers” is pre¬ 
scribed by law and in which legality is a norm for action, any 
social group participating in this pattern will have to take into 
consideration, when it acts, the response that its action will 
evoke in others who can invoke the law. The separation of 
powers creates a situation in which any one of a number of social 
groups, Congress, the executive, or the courts, can each either on 
its own independent initiative or under the influence of other 
social groups in the community, act so as to circumscribe and 
in some cases to veto the policies of the other. This power arises 
not from the kind of personalities acting in Congress, the execu¬ 
tive branch, or the courts, but from the relationship in which 
each organization stands to the other. 

Political science has in a rough and imprecise way been 
describing the statuses and roles of participants in this complex 
relationship called the separation of powers. It has been showing 
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that each group of participants acting in this complex network 
of relations must take into account the power of others. What¬ 
ever the personality of the members of Congress, for example, 
their decisions must take into account the possible reaction of a 
President carried into office by widespread popular support. The 
legal definition of the situation in the Constitution, as modified 
by practice, is an important element of the situation only because 
social groups in society have given the Presidency their support. 
This circumstance, once recognized by Congress, helps to define 
for Congressmen the power of the Presidency and in that sense, 
the power elements in the situation within which Congress must 
make its own decisions. Congress makes up its mind with con¬ 
stant reference to the power that both the President and the 
courts have and will wield if they obtain sufficient social sup¬ 
port. Congress must constantly evaluate its own power as a func¬ 
tion of the power of the other major policy-influencing groups. 

Perhaps the best illustration of the way in which tradi¬ 
tional political science is concerned specifically with the situ¬ 
ational circumstances surrounding policy is the perennial dispute, 
sparked by Bagehot, with regard to the merits of the Presidential 
as compared with the Parliamentary system of government. One 
school of disputants argues that the situation created by the sepa¬ 
ration of powers tends to paralyze action, regardless of the people 
involved; a second school maintains that the situation provides for 
a more flexible representative system. According to the latter inter¬ 
pretation, a variety of means are thereby made available for social 
groups to bring their influence to bear. If they cannot persuade the 
Presidency of the merits of their claim, then social groups can ap¬ 
peal to Congress or the courts. The separation of powers, therefore, 
is said to be a structural device for the peculiar conditions of a large 
country in which diversified interests might easily be stifled by what 
some would argue are the more limited channels of access to legal 
authority in the Parliamentary system.^^ Although interpretation of 

” For a succinct expression of this view see P. Herring, Presidential 
Leadership (New York: Farrar and Rinehart, 1940). 



The Total Structure of the Situation / 185 

the way in which it operates varies, the separation of powers is here 
conceived as a situation in which each organized group acts in 
the light of its expectations about the activity of other group- 
participants in the same situation. 

A further illustration can be taken. The political situation 
may be the point of intersection of the activities of several formal 
non-governmental organizations. The leadership in a large in¬ 
terest group is constantly confronted with the need to make a 
decision which, ultimately through the political process, affects 
authoritative policy. In making such decisions, the leadership 
must take into account the threat to itself of the existence of 
various external and internal groups such as parties, other inter¬ 
est groups, and semi-organized competing leadership groups 
within its own organization. These groups are all part of insti¬ 
tutionalized patterns of activity which have consequences for 
the survival and destinies or the particular segment of the or¬ 
ganization, the group’s leadership, whose activity is of immediate 
concern. They are all power elements in the situation, although 
they are not all the elements. These are the elements within 
which the group leadership must decide and act and which must 
be taken into consideration in these decisions and actions. No less 
than the obvious limitations of the physical environment, the 
formally institutionalized human environment serves as a con¬ 
straint on decision and action, independent of human motiva¬ 
tions. To lose sight of this is to ignore an important determinant 
of action. 


4. Types of Social Aggregates in the Situation: 

Social Groupings 

Two points are obvious, however. First, the study of the 
political process is not conducted by traditional political science 
purely in terms of formal organization, whether of the govern¬ 
mental type or otherwise. “The population is not neatly appor- 
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tioned into [group] pigeonholes according to primary interest. 
Great numbers of people do not belong to associations.” And 
second, even if political activity were confined to organized 
groups, it would be superficial to try to explain their changing 
character, numbers, and strength solely in terms of themselves. 
This brings us to a second kind of so-called groups which are 
traditionally included within the political process. We shall call 
them social groupings. They are strictly speaking not groups 
since they are patterns of activity or relations of individuals to 
one another that are not formally organized, that require no close 
interaction among the members, and that are not deliberately di¬ 
rected to the pursuit of specified purposes. They are collections 
of individuals who are classed together as a result of the fact that 
they have specified characteristics in common. Because of this 
we come to expect similar kinds of activity-responses from them 
in typical circumstances. Individuals fall into such groupings as 
a result of the possession of certain common social characteris¬ 
tics rather than because of a common effort for the achievement 
of collective purposes. 

These characteristics are varied and numerous but quite 
familiar. Society defines the positions and expected behavior of 
individuals in the light of their belonging to the same age, sex, 
skill, economic, social, religious, sibling, and other groupings. 
Individuals of the same sex do not have to be pursuing any ob¬ 
jectives in common, and yet every society sets up certain expec¬ 
tations with regard to the role or activity associated with such 
individuals in varying circumstances. Groupings of individuals 
according to these criteria are obviously of a different level of 
importance from the classification of individuals in accordance 
with the formal organizations to which they belong. The ex¬ 
pected behavior of individuals in formal organizations is in part 
determined by the combination of social groupings from which 
they come as well as the interests they share in common as mem¬ 
bers of the organization. 

“ V. O. Key, Politics Parties and Pressure Groups, p. 208. 



The Total Structure of the Situation / 187 

The existence of social groupings is an element of the po¬ 
litical situation which must be distinguished from social groups. 
Analysis would show that social groupings are analytically prior 
to social groups in the sense that the activity and even the in¬ 
terpretation of goals of a formal organization reflect the funda¬ 
mental social groupings from which its members come. The ac¬ 
tions of an interest group or of a governmental organization, 
for example, are very closely related to the social composition of 
its members, that is, to the social groupings such as economic 
or social class, region, and so on from which they are drawn. 
Furthermore, and this is the point of primary importance here 
in terms of situational data, the groupings are directly as much a 
part of a situation as the groups. Every authoritative decision 
must take into consideration the response of the various social 
groupings throughout the society; or to put the matter directly, 
social groupings as well as groups are part of the structure of the 
situation. 

An illustration or two will throw some light on this point. 
Let us consider the economic institutions about which much has 
been written in political science under the topic of the relation 
between the political and the economic institutions. Economic 
institutions is a very loose undifferentiated phrase. It refers to 
the two kinds of phenomena about which we have been speak¬ 
ing. It refers to a broad area of Institutional activity consisting, 
on the one hand, of organized groups such as corporations, vari¬ 
ous kinds of business enterprises from the small shopkeeper to 
the large corporation, trade unions, trade and consumer organi¬ 
zations, and the like; and, on the other hand, economic institu¬ 
tions include a vast body of activity about which society has de¬ 
veloped certain expectations and to which certain statuses have 
been ascribed. We have the buyer-seller relation, the employer- 
employee relation, the owner-nonowner relation, and so on almost 
indefinitely. We can classify individuals into groupings each char¬ 
acterized by one or more of these and many other economic 
relations. 
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In arguing that economic institutions are a vital element 
in the political process, traditional political science has been try¬ 
ing to say more than that organized economic groups have 
brought pressure to bear within the process. It is true, the litera¬ 
ture on interest groups often leaves the impression that these 
groups are the sole channel of influence between economic pat¬ 
terns of life and social policy. To this extent the literature tends 
to be superficial. Others have been suggesting, however, that the 
economic groupings are an effective part of the structure of the 
general political situation. They have stressed particularly the im¬ 
pact of the grouping classified according to the criterion of prop¬ 
erty ownership. 

In arguing for an economic interpretation of the Consti¬ 
tution Charles Beard,^® for example, was not necessarily main¬ 
taining a psychological thesis, namely, that men are motivated 
by a desire for profits. He was, in fact, urging that those who 
were making constitutional decisions, whatever their motives, 
were confronted with patterns of economic activity, analyzable 
into social groupings, that in themselves were a force compelling 
decisions in a direction that would not violate certain economic 
expectations of men. He was asserting that the expectations re¬ 
lating to property give birth to economic classes and that these 
are influential groupings in society. Decisions and actions regard¬ 
ing the political structure which ignored their power would have 
little chance of surviving. Beard was here trying to isolate one 
variable, the expectations in relation to property ownership, to 
show how, as part of the situation in which constitutional de¬ 
cisions were being made, it helped to shape these decisions. His 
zeal sometimes carried him to the point of maintaining that this 
economic part of the situation’s structure was the only impor¬ 
tant variable worth considering, whereas in his more temperate 

'•See An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution (New York: 
Macmillan, 1913) and The Economic Basis of Politics (New York: Knopf, 
1922). 
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moments he meant only that it was a most persuasive factor at 
the time.2® 

Similarly, Marx’s attempt to isolate the influence of social 
classes on policy is a search for the role of class groupings in the 
situation. Marx never insisted, as we have often been misled 
into believing, that the officials of government are calculating 
hypocrites carrying out conspiratorial designs against the work¬ 
ing class in favor of the capitalists. It is the popularizers who 
have offered this interpretation as a useful stereotype in the 
actual struggle over power. For Marx, the reason why the officials 
in governmental institutions use their power in favor of the pos¬ 
sessing class is not that they are personally venal and morally 
corrupt. On the contrary, his argument is that in the relationship 
of forces in a society, groupings formed around expectations 
with regard to the mode of production and property relations 
confront the policy-makers with a power situation in which they 
must meet the needs of the dominant class or lose their positions 
of authority. 

In a cogent emendation of Bentley’s premises, Merle 
Fainsod corrected Bentley’s defect of insisting on a purely group 
interpretation of the elements in a political situation and ignor¬ 
ing the broader institutional setting within which groups as well 
as government must act. Later interest-group studies showed the 
same tendency as Bentley’s to ignore the broader institutional 
matrix within which the groups themselves functioned. These 
institutional patterns circumscribe not only the decisions of gov¬ 
ernment, of course, but equally the decisions of other formal 
organizations, such as the interest groups themselves, as I earlier 
indicated. As Fainsod points out in a study of the regulatory 
process, the “nature of that process is most satisfactorily revealed 
when the analysis proceeds on three interrelated levels,” two of 
which are of concern here: “(1) the conditioning factors which 

“See the latest edition of The Economic Basis of Politics (New 
York: Knopf, 1945) where Beard amends his earlier views. 
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made up the institutional context of regulation, (2) the parties 
in interest who are concerned with the character of regulation. 
. . .”21 The “institutional context” is suggested as an element 
of the situation within which a regulatory agency makes policy 
in addition to the element of the “parties in interest,” a legal 
phrase for interest groups. The “institutional context” described 
as the technology, economic organization, ideology, law, and the 
like, helps to determine the direction which regulation takes and 
the limits within which it must confine itself, Fainsod points out. 
One of the reasons for this, I am suggesting, is the fact that the 
institutional setting as part of any complex of political rela¬ 
tions creates power centers that cannot be ignored. 

The division of the so-called group elements into organ¬ 
ized groups and groupings does not exhaust the variety of identi¬ 
fiable social aggregates. As I have already indicated, an ex¬ 
haustive analysis would compel us to differentiate among crowds, 
publics, audiences, and similar phenomena. My immediate ob¬ 
jective, however, relieves us of the need to pursue the classifica¬ 
tion of social aggregates any further .22 My purpose here is 
to indicate the kind of data to which political science has his¬ 
torically been committed. 

The important classification into groups and groupings 
demonstrates what would simply be confirmed by exploration of 
the place in research held by other classes of social aggregates. It 
would confirm that the study of institutional patterns of activity, 
as crystallized in organized groups or diffused in social groupings, 
gives us the clue to the situational emphasis of this research. 
This helps to explain why we sometimes hear traditional re¬ 
search called institutional as contrasted with recent psychologi¬ 
cal investigation. Psychologically oriented research workers of¬ 
ten deplore the traditional treatment of institutions. I am urging 

" M. Fainsod, op. cit., p. 299. 

" For a good generalized treatment of the subject matter which has 
suggested some terminology here, see J. W. Bennett and M. M. Tumin, 
op. cit. 
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that this concern for institutions really displays a traditional lack 
of interest in the personality of participants in political life and 
a major concern in political science for the impact of the struc¬ 
ture of a situation. To say, therefore, that process analysis is 
institutional is simply another way of saying that political science 
has been concerned with the extent to which policy is dictated 
by the nature of the relations in a pattern of activity rather than 
by the motives and feelings the participants bring to the situ¬ 
ation. 

Beginning with the legalists and continuing to contempo¬ 
rary times, when policy is viewed as the changing product of a 
process, it is clear that the burden of research in traditional po¬ 
litical science has been to add to the variety of phenomenal ele¬ 
ments considered part of the structure of the situation. At the 
same time, however, it has included an examination of the im¬ 
pact of this structure of the political situation on social policy. I 
need only add here that this commitment to situational data has 
been so strong that almost inescapably it has led to a revolt 
against itself in favor of an important aspect thereby neglected, 
the psychological. 


5. Structure of the Situation 

Before turning to this reaction, let us try to clarify some¬ 
what further the meaning of situational data. What is implied 
by the concept of situation? A complete answer to this question 
will not be attempted here as it would require an independent 
work of considerable length. The concept is endemic to contem¬ 
porary social science,-’ especially sociology and social psychol¬ 
ogy, although there too it is often used casually even when it is 
crucial to an analysis. Nor has its widespread use in the social 

“ See a review of its use by P. Meadows, “I he Dialectic of the 
Situation: Some Remarks on Situational Psychology,” 5 Philosophy and 
Phenomenological Research (1944-5), 354-64. 
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sciences been accompanied by an equally extensive agreement on 
the meaning to be given to the term. Since all social activity 
takes place within structure, it would indeed be strange if all 
social scientists were not compelled in one way or another to fall 
back on the conception of the situation, or a substitute synonym, 
to help understand a problem at hand. The type of data under¬ 
lying traditional research in political science, therefore, does not 
in itself distinguish political research from that in the other social 
sciences. On the contrary, the very fact that political science has 
been committed to situational data, and the accompanying 
awareness of this, serves to bring political science into close in¬ 
tegration with the other social sciences. The apparent backward¬ 
ness of which political science has been so often accused is due, 
in this respect, less to its observation of entirely different classes 
of data than to its failure to make unimpeachably clear the kind 
of data with which it has been concerned. 

Although political science is thus concerned with situ¬ 
ational data, it directs attention, of course, to the political situ¬ 
ation. Therefore, it is not enough to ask what the situation is; 
we must also be prepared to show what makes it political. In 
the light of our earlier discussion of the nature of the relations 
we call political, this is possible. We have a political situation 
whenever activity arises over the authoritative allocation of val¬ 
ues, however indirectly this activity may be related to policy. 
Two citizens disputing over the foreign policy of the United 
States create a political situation. This is one step in the direc¬ 
tion of influencing the whole political process and one part of 
the whole political system. It is a form of political activity as 
contrasted with the limiting case of utter apathy. 

The question that requires further analysis, therefore, 
is the meaning of the concept situation. American process theo¬ 
rists, like Small and Bentley, had identified the heart of the re¬ 
search problem in the social sciences although they promptly 
ignored it. It is the individual who acts and interacts with oth- 
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ers. Without uction there are neither social problems reejuiring 
solution nor the need for social sciences to investigate the uni¬ 
formities involved. People do not interact politically in a 
vacuum, however. Interaction always occurs in relation to other 
people, to a physical environment, and to a non-human biologi¬ 
cal environment. The total situation consists of those circum¬ 
stances which shape activity. The point is so obvious that it is 
often neglected. It is only another way of saying that, when 
people act, there arc various elements in their social, physical, 
and biological environment limiting and determining their activ¬ 
ities. 

Once we consciously use this elemental idea as the center 
of research, however, we are immediately confronted with the 
need to specify just how we arc to classify the total situation so 
that we can be certain that, in any concrete research project, we 
do not through error, habit, or neglect, omit any important de¬ 
terminant of political activity. If the task of political theory is to 
provide a guide for selecting the significant variables, then ob¬ 
viously one of the major problems in the formulation of con¬ 
ceptual theory will be an adequate identification of the major 

aspects or elements in the political situation. 

Although political research has never posed the question 
in quite this way, and therefore its response does not emerge dis¬ 
tinctly, it is clear from our recent discussion that traditionally 
political science has been classifying the elements of the situ¬ 
ation in terms of legal or constitutional, as contrasted with extra¬ 
legal political, phenomena. We sec law on the one side and 

activity on the other. Now undoubtedly this is a valuable kind 

of classification for some purposes. It directs attention to the fact 
that the ordering of men’s relations provided for in formal codes is 
not without some influence on policy. He who has the law on his 
side thereby acquires one kind of influence. But having said this, 
the traditional approach to the political situation stops. The classi¬ 
fication has little further utility, and we are left only with an 
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enumeration of the kinds of extra-legal activity, such as that of in¬ 
terest groups, the informal actions of people in governmental 
organizations, and the like. In a sense, political science is still 
operating within the frame of mind set for it by the juristic outlook 
of the nineteenth century. It adopts a classification of phenomena 
based on the principle of their formal legal structure. 

I am here urging that when, from the point of view of 
systematic theory, we approach the problem of the kinds of data 
relevant to a complete piece of research, it is necessary to use 
a different axis of classification. Classification, according to these 
new criteria, would enable us to identify a major kind of data 
to which political science has really been directing its attention 
over the years—the situational. Let us therefore look at the pos¬ 
sible form of such a classification. 

Examination of traditional research has led to the con¬ 
clusion that we must identify at least two generically different 
kinds of data in every political situation: first, what for want of 
a more expressive term, I have called the situational; and, second, 
the psychological. The situational refers to those determinants 
which shape activity in spite of the kind of personalities and 
motivations in the participants. There are at least three separate 
categories of situational data to be identified: (1) the physical 
environment; (2) the non-human organic environment; and (3) 
the social environment or patterns of human activity flowing from 
social interaction.^^ 

It goes without saying that our physical environment in¬ 
fluences our activity, regardless of the kind of people we are. Out 
non-organic resources, topography, and spatial location, such as 

“ I have learned much in this regard from a study, while it was still 
in manuscript stage, by T. Parsons and H. Shils, “Values, Motives and Sys¬ 
tems of Action” appearing in the volume edited by them entitled Towards 
a General Theory of Action (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1951), 
pp. 47-278. For the source of much thinking today about the social situation 
see the work of Max Weber, esp. The Theory of Social and Economic 
Organization (New York: Oxford University Press, 1947), ed. by T. Parsons. 
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being near or distant from the seat of government, influence the 
kind of political lives we lead. Geopolitics and the study of re¬ 
gionalism attempt to explore the effect of physical environment 
on social policy. The geographical dispersion of nations has 
helped to create certain permanent needs throughout the long 
span of history, however much the personality structures of the 
political leaders and the whole population may have changed.^® 

Similarly, the flora, fauna, and micro-organisms of a situ¬ 
ation play a significant part in shaping all social activity, includ¬ 
ing the political. For example, their influence upon population 
movements is well known. The American Indian in his pursuit 
of the buffalo, the location of fur-bearing animals in relation to 
early American development, and the existence of the bread¬ 
basket of Europe outside Italy, Germany, and Great Britain are 
sufficient to confirm at first glance the clear relation between 
social and political life on the one side, and the non-human or¬ 
ganic environment on the other. 

Finally, the fact of social life, that people act and react 
on one another, leads to the establishment of stable, regularized 
modes of activity in our political life that we call institutional 
patterns. The very fact of their existence, as this and the earlier 
chapter have sought to show, helps to determine the way in 
which social policy is made and executed. 

These three aspects of a situation are some of the more 
important elements which represent varieties of situational data. 
They have been so termed because they are the conditions which 
do not depend upon the feelings, attitudes, or motivations of an 
acting individual, but rather upon the form that the activity or 
presence of other persons or things, physical and non-human 
organic, take. At times writers have called them the objective 
conditions limiting and shaping action. This description is satis- 

*Sec H. J. Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations and J. Mattern, 
Geopolitik: Doctrine of National Self-Sufficiency (Baltimore: The Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1942). 
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factory as long as it does not lead us to believe that the subjective 
factor of personality is any less objective as a datum than any 
other aspect of a situation. When situational data are described 
as the objective conditions, however, what is normally implied 
is that they help to determine activity with an influence entirely 
separate from that of the kind of people who are acting. 

We can appreciate the independent influence of situa¬ 
tional data on activity if we look at the role that a fourth and final 
element, the personality, plays in a situation. I am not denying 
here the obviously indubitable, that how a person reacts to a 
given set of so-called objective circumstances is conditioned in 
part by the kind of person he is. A party leader who is stable 
and free of severe internal tensions will clearly be able to evalu¬ 
ate his surrounding circumstances, such as the strength and tac¬ 
tics of his opponents, more reliably than a leader who is riddled 
with frustrations and a deep sense of persecution. Identical situ¬ 
ations will elicit quite divergent responses from each of these 
leaders. Each will define his situation differently in terms of the 
predispositions of his personality. 

But what we tend to ignore today, while we are riding 
the crest of psychological research—and the history of American 
political science brings this out—^is the fact that although per¬ 
sonality variations are an undeniable dimension of a situa¬ 
tion, another aspect consists of the patterns of activity in the 
situation surrounding the participants. Assuming that each of 
the party leaders just mentioned is mentally stable enough to 
grapple with reality, however the two types might otherwise 
vary, when confronted with the existence of powerful social 
groups making claims on their parties, the leaders would have 
to consider the presence of these groups and their strengths. 
There would be a tendency on the part of the decisions and ac¬ 
tions of differing party leaders to converge, in spite of the dif¬ 
ferences in their motivations, because of the presence of power¬ 
ful groups in their environment. To take a decision or step 
which ignored their presence would be impossible without in- 
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viting the nullification or later radical modification of the de¬ 
cision or action itself. 

Basically this is the theme of a recent revealing work on 
the Tennessee Valley Authority.^® In it the author shows how 
the social environment in the Valley led the Authority to adopt 
a necessary policy of conciliation to prevailing white-dominated, 
wealth-oriented agricultural practices. However much personali¬ 
ties in responsible places have differed, their decisions in this 
case were influenced by the situational elements in the Valley 
to such a degree that the varying personalities left only an im¬ 
perceptible mark on the fundamental policy of the Authority 
towards agriculture. Even the liberal-minded top-level executives 
were powerless to overcome the influence of the situation. Their 
personal predispositions were of no avail. Presumably, if the 
strength of traditional agricultural groups had been less pro¬ 
nounced, the personal predilections of the administrators in the 
Authority, if they had led to a different policy, might have pre¬ 
vailed. The point is that the situational data arc vital in any piece 
of research. The extent of their influence as contrasted with psycho¬ 
logical data is always a matter for concrete investigation; but that 
they normally play some part, however slight, is difficult to contest. 

It will be clear that I have not examined all three kinds 
of situational data with which traditional research has been deal¬ 
ing. I have chosen to treat only one of the three or more possible 
varieties of these data, the social. The reason for this is simple. 
My purpose has not been to show exactly how varieties of data 
ought to be used in developing a systematic theory but rather 
to emphasize the need to explore the possible classes of data. By 
trying to show how the corpus of political research, that dealing 
with political institutions as they interact with one another, has 
been concerned with the situational as contrasted with the psy¬ 
chological dimension of political life, the hope is that the reader 
could easily visualize analogically the importance of other situ- 

*P. Selznick, TV A and the Grass Roots (Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1949). 
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ational determinants such as the physical and non-human or¬ 
ganic. Intensive treatment of other situational components, while 
vital for other goals, would for our purposes needlessly duplicate 
what has already been said in relation to political institutions. 
In briefly sketching the recent history of American political sci¬ 
ence, I have been seeking to show the variety of sub-elements, 
legal and extra-legal, which we can subsume under the broad 
category of the institutional environment. 

On the basis of this description of the structure of a situ¬ 
ation the point of this and the preceding chapters can be restated 
with greater clarity. This point is that the structure of the situ¬ 
ation helps to mold the political process and that traditional 
political science has been particularly suitable for illuminating 
these situational determinants. The starting place is an individ¬ 
ual acting to influence policy. With him as the point of reference, 
we can see that the structure of the enveloping environment will 
serve to resist his endeavors, whether singular or in groups, where 
they threaten established expectations. He must either permit the 
latter to deflect his activity to some degree or he must seek to 
change these expectations. 

The identification of situational data and of their impor¬ 
tance for political science opens up a large area of research which 
has as yet been untouched. There are few reliable generaliza¬ 
tions geared to the problem of how actors, in groups or as in¬ 
dividuals, respond to various kinds of typical situations. Further¬ 
more, there is little knowledge about the variety of classes of 
situations which may exist and their component elements. Al¬ 
though some theoretical frameworks have been proffered in 
other social sciences for the analysis of situations, such as the 
means-end schema,^’^ these have yet to be tested for their ap¬ 
plicability to the political system. My primary purpose here, 
of course, is neither to evaluate those that do exist nor volunteer 

”T. Parsons, The Structure for Social Action and also Essays in 
Sociological Theory Pure and Applied. 
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one of my own; it is simply to raise the problem as one to which 
theoretically oriented political scientists might well address 
themselves. Otherwise it will be found difficult to utilize effec¬ 
tively an important variety of data in the formulation of a general 
political theory.2® 

“In addition to the work of T. Parsons already mentioned, it is 
fruitful to look at W. T. Thomas, “The Behavior Pattern and the Situation," 
22 Publications of the American Sociological Society (1927), 1-13; L. S. 
Cottrell, Jr., “Some Neglected Problems in Social Psychology,” 15 Arner- 
ican Sociological Review (1950), 705-12; and of course the extensive writ¬ 
ings of Max Weber. G. E. G. Catlin is one of the few political scientists 
to raise situational analysis to the level of consciousness. See his A Study 
of the Principles of Politics, chapter 2. 



Chapter 


Behavioral Data 


The choice of these terms [actor, act] as a 
starting point results from the conception of 
political science as a branch of the study 
of human behavior. Central throughout are 
persons and their acts . . . what people say 
and do. 

Harold D. Lasswell and Abraham Kaplan 


As I have already indicated, the structure of the situation 
represents only one of two possible kinds of determinants helpful 
for understanding the way in which power is used to influence 
policy. The personality is a second dimension of any activity 
which, concurrently with the situational, contributes to the out¬ 
come. To explain the determinants of any particular political 
act, we need to know not only the various circumstances or ob¬ 
jective conditions surrounding it, but also the kind of personality, 
the improperly called “subjective” conditions, that individuals 
bring to the activity. No two individuals will define a situation 
and react to it in exactly the same way. The same facts may be 
so interpreted by two different persons as to lead to totally 

200 
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divergent decisions and actions. A source of the divergence lies 
in the individual’s personality. 

In traditional research, political science has shown a 
marked indifference to the relevance of the motivations and feel¬ 
ings of participants in political activity. Within the last three 
decades this has given birth to sharp dissatisfaction, so pervasive 
that it has led to the adoption of a new concept, that of political 
behavior, to express the measure of the discontent and the need 
for a new outlook towards research. This concept mirrors a 
deep sentiment in favor of closer, if not almost exclusive, atten¬ 
tion to the motivations and feelings of the human actor. Whereas 
situational research had its roots in sociology, concern for be¬ 
havior seeks its categories in psychology. Against the background 
of traditional situational research, it is the task of this chapter 
to explore the kind of data students of political life seek to un¬ 
earth in the use of such psychological concepts as attitudes, feel¬ 
ings, motivations, and personality. We shall conclude that if tra¬ 
ditional research has lost sight of the acting human beings, to 
the same degree but at the opposite pole, those who have turned 
to psychology threaten to ignore the relevance, and sometimes 
even the existence, of situational data. 


1. The Study of Political Behavior 

To precisely what kind of research docs the concept of 
political behavior refer? It is clear that this term indicates that 
the research worker wishes to look at participants in the politi¬ 
cal system as individuals who have the emotions, prejudices, 
and predispositions of human beings as we know them in our 
daily lives. 

This use of psychological terms with regard to political 
problems is by no means a modern innovation. It can be traced 
back to the very origins of serious political thought. Every noviti¬ 
ate in the history of political values learns that each system of 
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political speculation rests on a unique set of notions about hu¬ 
man nature. In this sense political science has always been psy¬ 
chologically oriented. One has only to call to mind the work of 
Plato, Hobbes, or Bentham to realize the prominent role that 
psychological assumptions have played in speculations about the 
functioning of the political system. 

Only within very recent times, however, with the publi¬ 
cation of Graham Wallas’s Human Nature in Politics,^ if a 
rough date is to be set, has a body of thinking arisen in the 
United States which uses psychological categories, not to lay 
the foundations for later speculation or research, but as an in¬ 
trinsic part of that very research. It no longer suffices to make 
an assumption either about the intellectual and rational charac¬ 
ter or the irrationality of human nature and then to act as though 
this premise were the definitive statement about the role of human 
motives and emotions in political life. With the developments 
of the last twenty years, the application of psychological cate¬ 
gories extends to all political life. Since we may no longer as¬ 
sume that human nature is given, the task is to determine the 
relation of human feelings, attitudes, and motivations to each 
set of political circumstances. 

Behavioral research—remembering that we are using this 
adjective without thereby imputing outmoded behaviorist views 
to contemporary political psychology—^has therefore sought to 
elevate the actual human being to the center of attention. Its 
premise is that the traditionalists have been reifying institutions, 
virtually looking at them as entities apart from their component 
individuals. At best, in studies of political parties and legislatures, 
as an illustration, the individual recedes into a shadowy back¬ 
ground. He becomes an impassive creature whose presence is 
never doubted but who seems to act in the organizations without 
the normal attributes of a human being. 

In the studies of Congress, for example, there has tradi¬ 
tionally been little attention, except in passing, to the way in 

' First edition in 1908. 
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which the attitudes and personalities of the participants influence 
Congressional activity, or to the impact of the institutional pat¬ 
terns of activity on the feelings and attitudes of the individual. 
Traditional situational analysis has dealt largely with the way in 
which one pattern of activities conditions another, without prob¬ 
ing behind the activities to the feeling human being to discover 
how this is so. As a result, the individual has become a wooden 
automaton who does not seem to vary in his predispositions or 
feelings under any political situations. This neglect of the most 
obvious element, the human being, has led to the wholesale re¬ 
jection of the study of institutional “shells.” In its place there 
has arisen a search for the way in which the feelings and moti¬ 
vations of the individual act and react in any set of political cir¬ 
cumstances. It is now customary in political science to call this 
the study of political behavior or the use of psychological cate¬ 
gories in relation to political phenomena. 

Before turning to explore the meaning of this concept, po¬ 
litical behavior, we must see what its relation is to the concept 
of the political process. The use of these two phrases has been 
ambiguous. Political behavior is the newest concept to appear in 
the firmament of political terms. Although it can be found 
sprinkled through the literature ever since the First World War,^ 
appearing at about the same time as the concept of political 
process itself, it has been adopted for general use only within the 
last ten or fifteen years. Of late it has so gained in favor that it even 
threatens, if not to displace the concept of process, at least to 
reduce it to a secondary, less consequential position in research. 
Today we hear as much, if not more, about investigations of po¬ 
litical behavior as of research into the political process. 

It is evident that its popularity is in no small measure 

* See for example its use by C. E. Merriam, “University Research and 
Equipment,” in Report of the Committee on Political Research, p. 308. 
Today it sometimes appears as though the use in political research of knowl¬ 
edge from psychology were something new; a reading of the literature of the 
1920’s indicates that this is the period when the first wave of enthusiasm had 
its origin. 
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due to the psychological connotations of the term. With the 
social sciences all newly saturated in psychological terminology, 
it would indeed have been unnatural for those political scientists 
who are sensitized to new developments to fail to adapt this 
kind of analysis to their own research. Whether the concept of 
political behavior appropriately applies to the research which it 
is used to describe or whether it is improperly employed in a 
loose use of a fashionable term is a matter for our immediate 
consideration. 

In spite of the prevalence of both the concepts of po¬ 
litical process and political behavior in the writings of political 
scientists, and in the face of the central role they play in desig¬ 
nating the character of research, there are few specific studies of 
either term.® A survey of their use and necessary meaning, how¬ 
ever, leaves little doubt that they are neither exclusive, irrecon¬ 
cilable, nor identical approaches to political data. 

The incautious use of the terms has led to the appear¬ 
ance of two conflicting tendencies. On the one hand, political 
process and political behavior seem to be used almost as syno¬ 
nyms. In one and the same work it is not unusual for the con¬ 
cepts to be used indiscriminately to refer to the general body of 
political data as though they were alternate ways of referring 
to the same subject matter. We hear about research into the po¬ 
litical process or in relation to political behavior without dis¬ 
covering any intention thereby to identify different things.^ It 
will shortly become apparent however that whereas the political 
process refers to the concrete system of intertwined activity 


*See the very conscious use of the idea of political behavior in D. 
Truman. “The Implications of Political Behavior Research” in 5 hems 
(1951), 37-9; and E. Frenkel-Brunswik, “Interaction of Psychological and 
Sociological Factors in Political Behavior,” 46 American Political Science 
Review (1952), 44-65. 

^Illustrations of this appear in such works as the following; E. S. 
Griflilh (ed.), Research in Political Science (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1948); E. E. Schattschneider, Politics, Pressure and the 
Tariff (New York: Prentice-Hall, 1935); O. Garceau, The Public Library 
in the Political Process (New York: Columbia University Press, 1949). 
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which shapes authoritative policy, political behavior properly 
indicates an intention to look at a particular aspect of data, the 
psychological, to help provide an understanding of political ac¬ 
tivity. Research workers often use the term political behavior, 
therefore, to indicate that they are studying the political process 
by looking at the relation to it of the motivations, personalities, 
or feelings of the participants as individual human beings. The 
term is not used to signify that they are studying something dif¬ 
ferent from the process. 

On the other hand, with almost equal frequency the con¬ 
cepts are encountered in conflict with each other. In the literature 
there often persists an overtone that those interested in political 
behavior are really devoting themselves to the study of something 
different from those concerned with the political process.® This 
feeling cannot be lightly set aside with the statement that it Is 
unfounded or misleading. Its source needs to be explained and 
in doing so we shall be able to discern just what it is to which the 
concept of behavior really stands in contrast. 

The grounds for this feeling that the concepts refer to 
entirely different subject matters can be appreciated if we recall 
that until the recent appearance in political science of knowledge 
consciously borrowed from psychology, the political process was 
discussed almost exclusively in situational terms, denuded of ref¬ 
erence to the feeling human being. As a result, in the absence of 
deliberate analysis of the meaning of the political process as a 
concept and of an identification of the kind of data at the heart 
of political research, it has seemed only natural for political sci¬ 
entists to assume that by the political process they have been re¬ 
ferring to something inherently non-psychological. As the utility 
of psychology has become increasingly apparent, it is understand¬ 
able that the study of political behavior should be opposed to the 
study of the political process. 

If we accept the fact, however, that the earlier approach 
to political problems was unique not only because it had in- 

® See footnotes on page 204. 
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volved the study of political life as a process but because it had 
led research workers to direct their attention to the situational 
aspect of the process, the following conclusion forces itself upon 
us. If the phrase political behavior does designate a new kind of 
data, it stands in contrast to the situational aspect of political 
activity rather than to process analysis. Political behavior refers 
to a new kind of data different from situational data, to which 
political research had been almost exclusively devoted in the 
past. But like situational data, the study of political behavior is 
nothing more than a way of exploring the functioning of the 
political process. It is therefore ambiguous and an index of 
theoretical indifference either to juxtapose or identify the con¬ 
cepts of process and behavior. 


2. Concealment of Situational Data 

Today the relevance and critical significance of the indi¬ 
vidual’s personality and feelings for political activity is of course 
beyond dispute, so that there need be no effort here to prove the 
accepted.® What, however, docs require special attention is a 
seldom-observed consequence of the use of psychological cate¬ 
gories. At times, commitment to them tends to become so inten¬ 
sive that it threatens to conceal the fact that there is a genuine 
difference between situational and psychological data, a differ¬ 
ence that no sense of the urgency to explain action in terms of 
human feelings and personalities can possibly destroy. 

The role of motives and feelings are often so over¬ 
weighted that political research overlooks two considerations: 
first, the nature of the psychological effects on the situation, 
and second, the psychological effects of the situation. The first 
refers to the fact that there exists an isolable influence of per- 

• One need only to look at the work of H. D. Lasswell and H. Simon, 
and most recently of D. Truman in The Governmental Process for evidence 
of this. 
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sonality and attitudes on political activity; it does not thereby 
signify, however, the impossibility of a concurrent influence from 
the direction of the situation. The second refers to the fact that 
quite often even though we may describe activity in terms of 
Ae feelings and motivations of individuals, this in itself is no 
sufficient proof that we are dealing with a psychological rather 
than a situational determinant of political activity. 

Let us look first at the predisposition to attribute to hu¬ 
man motivations the primary force shaping the political system. 
The main burden of the discussion in this and the two preceding 
chapters has been not the contradictory, but rather a less in¬ 
clusive interpretation of the scope of the situational determinant. 
I have suggested that since we always act in social situations, we 
are invariably confronted with patterns of activity in our en¬ 
vironment that deflect our decisions and consequent actions. In 
maintaining this position, however, I have not been implying 
that the structure of the environment alone determines actions. 
This is only one factor. Another, equally significant, is the kind 
of human being involved—what his personality is like, how he 
is predisposed to interpret situations, how he responds to de¬ 
mands made upon him, what his attitudes are towards the various 
political prejudices of the groups in his social environment, his 
loyalties, and so forth in an endless catalogue of the motivations, 
feelings, and attitudes of the individual. 

A rounded analysis of a political event therefore requires 
some attention to the situational as well as to the psychological 
data involved. Although this fact seems at this point to be ob¬ 
vious, the truth is that numerous efforts at investigating the 
psychological aspects of activity still tend to ignore the situational 
determinant. A good portion of psychological research leaves the 
unmistakable impression that motivations are the primary, if 
not the exclusive, factor in shaping political institutions. In this 
kind of commitment to psychological research, if situational data 
arc not consciously rejected as valuable material for understand* 
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ing the political system, at least these data are neglected so con¬ 
sistently that their utility might just as well be deliberately de¬ 
nied. 

We must confess that in political science there are few 
authors indeed who have felt sufficiently equipped to explore 
political relations in the light of the feelings and motivations of 
the participants."^ Most comment on the psychology of politics 
has come from persons who function within the framework of 
the discipline of psychology itself. From among these, examples 
of psychological determinism can be amply cited. A case in point 
is a recent work by Abram Kardiner, The Individual and His 
Society,^ On numerous grounds it is an exceptional work, but 
this does not concern us here. Although the author views in¬ 
stitutions in broad cultural classifications and therefore he does 
not directly deal with political institutions, by implication his 
analysis applies to these as well. This work illustrates in almost 
classic terms how inordinate commitment to psychology can lead 
to the concealment of the situational aspect. 

Essentially, the author seeks to show that the personali¬ 
ties generated by the fundamental institutions of a culture, act¬ 
ing on primitive, biological drives, are primarily responsible for 
the existence and characteristics of the secondary institutions. 
He does not argue that all institutional patterns are shaped by 
the need to gratify biological drives; indeed, he carefully dis¬ 
tinguishes his own from this position.** His point is that the 
“primary” institutions alone mediate between the inherent drives 
and their gratification in a culture; each culture produces as a 
result certain basic personality types. The “secondary” institu¬ 
tions, on the other hand, among which would be included the 
political, arc the mechanisms through which the basic person- 

^ For the paucity of studies in political science using psychological 
material sec C. E. Hawley and L. A. Dexter, “Recent Political Science Re¬ 
search in American Universities,’* 46 American Political Science Review 
(1952), 470-85. 

®(New York: Columbia University Press, 1939). 

* Ibid., p. 16. 
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ality structures seek to satisfy the needs and tensions generated by 
the process of socialization through the primary institutions. The 
character of the secondary institutions is therefore determined 
largely by the impact of the personality on them. 

As Kardiner writes, “the primary institutions are those 
which create the basic and inescapable problems of adaptation. 
The secondary institutions are creations of the result of the 
primary institutions on basic personality structure”;'® and second¬ 
ary institutions “arc derived from the constellations created in the 
ego structure by the basic effective realities.” " The essential char¬ 
acteristic of secondary institutional patterns of activity is, there¬ 
fore, that they reflect rather than help to mold and modify the basic 
personalities in any culture. The flow of influence is from typical 
individual constellations of motivations towards the institution. 

With rather similar premises in mind, others have sought 
to prove that the breakdown of the community is primarily a 
matter of the loss of faith by which men live, or that war can be 
accounted for as a device for the dissipation of mass tensions 
or release of innate destructive impulses, or that it is a protective 
device for the defense of what one loves, or that the authorita¬ 
rian personality is the source of the authoritarian society. In 
most cases, if the situation is not entirely ignored, the nod made 
to it in passing scarcely compensates for its neglect or substitutes 
for its analysis.'2 

What has so obviously been neglected here is the fact 
that personality is not a constant throughout life; the assumption 
that the early experiences in a life history permanently mold 
the personality and its motivations does not withstand the test 
of first inspection. The individual possesses the capacity of testing 
reality and readjusting to it, which means that his personality 
undergoes constant modifications in the light of his experience. 
Essentially this interpretation underlies the whole assumption of 

"Ibid., p. 345. 

“Ibid., p. 132. 

^See ibid., chapters 1 and 2. 
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personality reconstruction through psychotherapy. Such restructur¬ 
ing of personality is part of the continuous process of living. The 
personality is not a constant which plods through life’s experiences 
dutifully leaving its imprint on institutional patterns. Since reality 
adjustment does take place, the so-called secondary institutions 
themselves, while often less influential than the primary, do never¬ 
theless play some role in the process. This is just another way of 
saying that the stable structured relations of men, what we have 
identified as part of the situational dimension, bear some relation 
to our actions. The extent of action and reaction between institu¬ 
tions and personalities is of course always a matter for empirical 
determination. 

Today there are few students of human behavior who 
would sanction, on theoretical grounds at any rate, any attempt 
to insist exclusively on motivational causality. If this were the 
only source of neglect of situational data, it would suffice to re¬ 
fresh our minds from time to time with regard to the limited 
claims that can be made on behalf of personality as a determi¬ 
nant and insist upon the recognition of this modest position in 
actual research. 

In fact, however, the statement that personality and situ¬ 
ation are concurrent and mutually dependent variables does not 
exhaust the discussion of their relationship. Often in political 
science we meet the idea that the ultimate and only meaningful 
explanation of political life can be obtained through a descrip¬ 
tion of activity in terms of the feelings and motivations of the 
participants. Psychology, in other words, is presumed to provide 
the fundamental categories for understanding the political sys¬ 
tem. Since in this way political behavior is conceived as simply 
an aspect of human behavior in general, psychology becomes if 
not the only, at least the most appropriate, lens through which 
to view political life. 

The point here is that within this view there lurks the 
premise that the use of psychological terms is of itself unques¬ 
tionable evidence that we are thereby examining a psycholog- 
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ical determinant of political activity. To the extent that this no¬ 
tion prevails, it helps to conceal the role of situational data. The 
presence of psychological terms is in itself no proof that a re¬ 
search worker is in fact isolating a psychological determinant. 
Very often what he is really doing is trying to understand the 
psychological mechanisms and responses set in operation by the 
impact of the situation. In the last analysis, the so-called psy¬ 
chological approach in a great deal of research is a description 
of the psychological effect of the situation, rather than the effect 
of psychology, that is, of motivations, on the situation. This is the 
second consideration which, as I indicated earlier, is often over¬ 
looked by those devoted to political psychology. We need carefully 
to distinguish the effect of psychology on the situation from the psy¬ 
chological effect of the situation. 

As this suggests, we can approach a situation from two 
points of view. First, we can examine the impact of motivations 
and personality on the situation. In his Psychopathology and 
Politics ,for example, Lasswell sought to distinguish the way 
in which one’s private affects were displaced on public issues. 
Although the author has here been sometimes accused of argu¬ 
ing for the exclusive neurotic basis of all political participation, 
a moderate interpretation of this early work in the application of 
psychoanalytic theory to politics would suggest that he did not 
intend to exclude the influence of other than psychological fac¬ 
tors on the behavior of the individual. He was simply trying to 
show how the neurotic aspects of the personality left their mark 
on political life. Since such a piece of research seeks to trace the 
flow of influence from the individual and his motivations to the 
situation, it can be said to be using pure psychological cate¬ 
gories. 

However, research that seeks to trace the flow of influence 
back again from the situation to the individual, even though it 
describes that influence in terms of the feeling-response of the 
individual, is in effect isolating the impact of the situation. For 

’“(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1930). 
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example, the desires for power and prestige, which are often 
called attitudes or motivations typical of Western culture, may 
be sentiments evoked by the situation rather than pre-existing 
sentiments which individuals carry to the political situation. If 
we wish to continue to participate in an institution, we may 
have to accept the institution’s definition of the conditions 
for participation. Whatever particular predispositions we may 
have developed as a result of our exposure to a particular culture, 
the desire to continue to participate in a specific institutional 
pattern that puts a premium on power and prestige may well 
influence the actions of the individual. In some cases the in¬ 
stitutional pattern will dominate over the individual’s pre¬ 
existing personality, and he will be constrained to adopt attitudes 
in harmony with the needs of survival in the institution. The 
desire for power or prestige in this case would be a motive 
generated by the institution rather than one brought by the in¬ 
dividual to the institution. The desire for power and prestige 
appears to be a psychological, but in fact may be a situational, 
category. The institution in this case molds the personality. 

This is a point long known but not generally assimilated 
in every-day analysis. W. I. Thomas adopted it as a central theme 
in the twenties'^ and more recently in similar vein Talcott Par¬ 
sons has written: 

Once a situation is institutionally defined and the 
definition upheld by an adequately integrated sys¬ 
tem of sanctions, action in conformity with the rele¬ 
vant expectations tends, as pointed out, to mobilize 
a wide variety of motivational elements in its serv¬ 
ice. Thus, to take one of the most famous examples, 
the “profit motive” which has played such a promi¬ 
nent part in economic discussion, is not a category 
of psychology at all. The correct view is rather that 
a system of “free enterprise” in a money and market 

See the earlier reference to his work and also The Unadjusted Girl 
(Boston: Little, Brown, 1923), pp. 43 ff. 
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economy so defines the situation for those conduct¬ 
ing or aspiring to the conduct of business enter¬ 
prise, that they must seek profit as a condition of 
survival and as a measure of success of their activi¬ 
ties. Hence, whatever interests the individual may 
have in achievement, self-respect, the admiration of 
others, etc., to say nothing of what money will buy, 
are channeled into profit-making activity. In a dif¬ 
ferently defined situation, the same fundamental 
motives would lead to a totally different kind of 
activity.^® 

The failure to identify situational data as an isolable in¬ 
fluence on activity has left considerable uncertainty as to the 
intentions of the student of political life. We do not know when 
he is searching for genuinely psychological variables, that is, for 
the extent to which behavior stems from the motivations of the 
individual as they arc brought to bear on the situation and when 
he is talking of the situational dimension, that is, of the extent 
to which the situation calls up certain predispositions and at¬ 
titudes from the individual personality or requires readjustment 
of attitudes. 

A good indication of this is the pioneer work of Simon, 
Smithburg, and Thompson on Public Administration, Among 
its numerous merits, this book cuts new patterns of thought in 
the study of administrative services, particularly in its efforts to 
remedy the manifest reluctance of traditional administrative re¬ 
search to utilize psychological analysis to the full. The authors 
begin with the premise that “to avoid sterile formalism and 
dogmatism [a textbook in public administration] must be 
grounded thoroughly on the psychology of human relations in 
organizations. ... In particular, we believe that a clear under¬ 
standing of the problems of top-level organization and of the 
relation of administration to politics can be reached only through 

Essays in Sociological Theory Pure and Applied, pp. 37-8. 
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an analysis of the basic psychological processes involved in ad¬ 
ministration.” This opinion appears as a constant refrain through¬ 
out the book. 

By psychology, however, the authors mean two things: 
first, that the ideas, prejudices, and personalities of a group of 
people will influence the organization of which they are part; 
and second, that the organization itself will have a determinable 
effect on their behavior. As they put it, at the same point in 
which they speak of their predilection for a psychological ap¬ 
proach, “an administrative organization is a group of people— 
of flesh-and-blood human beings—who behave in certain ways, 
partly because of the ideas, prejudices, personalities, and abil¬ 
ities they bring to the organization, and partly because of the 
influence upon them of the other members of the administra¬ 
tive group and the society about it.” It is quite obvious that, 
in spite of their interpretation of their data as psychological, they 
are concerned only in part with the influence of the personality 
on the institutional patterns. For the most part, on the contrary, 
they search for the impact of the situation on human feelings and 
motivations. It would be manifestly impossible to discuss the 
functioning of an administrative group without taking into ac¬ 
count the way in which the group organizes its members for 
the making of decisions, the taking of action, and the maintenance 
of cohesion. 

Except in a very loose way, it is deceptive to call research 
into the impact of the structured group on the behavior of its 
individual members investigation exclusively into psychological 
processes. Here what is being isolated is the way in which the 
situation, formed by a group of people who come together col¬ 
lectively to fulfill certain purposes, creates conditions which 
help to determine the activity of each individual. On the one 
hand, the participating individuals act as they do because of 

H. Simon, D. Smithburg and V. Thompson, op. cit., p. vi. Italics 

mine. 

” Ibid. 
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motivations and attitudes stemming from extra-organizational 
factors. This is the influence of the personality. On the other 
hand, however, how they would act, if there were no other in¬ 
fluences playing upon them, is circumscribed by the fact that the 
administrative situation in which they find themselves compels 
them to act in a slightly different way, if the group is to maintain 
itself. 

The authors are quite conscious of these diverse kinds of 
influence but arc content to call them both an examination of 
the psychological processes. Thus in an early chapter of the 
text,^® in which they sketch the major framework of their ap¬ 
proach, they list the influences from outside the organization 
which determine the kind of person who comes into the group. 
Such influences are the mores of the community, personality 
differences, prior training which sets up professional and other 
kinds of attitudes, and so forth. Items such as these are the in¬ 
fluences shaping the personalities of administrators from outside 
the administrative group. For our purposes we can view these 
as the psychological determinants in the administrative situation. 

The authors also point, however, to numerous influences 
from within the organization: the value premises which are 
laid down as the basis for decisions, the legitimacy of accepting 
certain instructions or persuasions from others in the organiza¬ 
tion, the expectations of how organizational roles are to be per¬ 
formed, the formal structure itself, and the informal cliques 
that grow up. All these, which we can identify as situational 
factors, they recognize as the more important of the influences. 
And indeed the situational quality of these factors quite unwit¬ 
tingly impresses itself on the authors, for they are constrained 
to remark, at one point, that the “individuals placed in organi¬ 
zational situations [sic] ... do behave dilTcrcnlly than they 
would if they were outside organization, or if they were in 
different organizational situations [sic].”’® They immediately 

Ibid., chapter 3. 

" Ibid., p. 79. 
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point out that the whole of their book will “be concerned chiefly 
with these organizational influences upon behavior—with the 
fact that the organization in which he finds himself is an im¬ 
portant determinant of what the individual does and decides.” 

It is just because the authors do in fact deal largely with 
situational data, rather than with psychological, that their work 
in the end explores the same kind of administrative problems 
with which administrative research has traditionally been en¬ 
gaged. Traditional research has always been confined essentially 
to situational data, trying to plot the effect of administrative 
organizations and related groups upon the so-called administra¬ 
tion of policy. The authors of the present work do, of course, 
go beyond traditional research in that they reformulate many 
problems for a better understanding of them, and what is even 
more important, they seek to specify more accurately the effect 
on the individual. The latter had been lost from sight in earlier 
work. But it would be misleading to conclude that the character 
of their data was generically different. 

This may at first seem rather puzzling, for a premise of 
our discussion of situational data was that for the moment the 
feelings and attitudes of the participants could be ignored. And 
yet here I have begun to discuss the way in which a situation 
molds attitudes and motivations. The contradiction, however, 
is apparent rather than real. We can still talk of the influence 
of the situation without looking at the feelings with which the 
individual responds. We need simply talk of the activity that 
ensues. As we saw earlier in reference to Bentley, this was the 
crucial insight of his work. 

We can, for example, understand easily enough the rea¬ 
sons why the open ballot would lead to considerable restraint in 
voting without turning to the psychological mechanisms that arc 
called into play in the restriction of this activity. Not that this 
would give us a complete explanation, but it would describe one 
aspect of what takes place. The relations of men are such that 


" Ibid. 
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the open ballot would expose us to a variety of sanctions from 
those who have some control over our lives. We would anticipate 
certain kinds of activity-responses from others which would help 
to decide how we would cast our open ballot. Anyone who has 
participated in a group divided into numerous passionate fac¬ 
tions knows the struggle that revolves around the issue as to 
whether the vote shall be closed or open. We can say that the 
situation relevant to our voting would in our contemporary cul¬ 
ture help to restrain our freedom. We could, however, gain fur¬ 
ther insight into just how the situation accomplishes this by 
tracing the effect of the open ballot on our attitudes towards 
voting. We would then have to seek out the psychological con¬ 
sequences of the situation, tracing out why, in the light of the 
feelings and attitudes of the participants, they acted as they did 
in the circumstances. While the examination of situational data 
does not require the use of psychological data, we obtain greater 
explanatory depth through their introduction. 

What we must stress again, however, is that although in¬ 
stitutions may themselves mold to their own requirements the 
personalities of their participants, this does not thereby deny the 
importance of the contribution of personality to the nature of 
an institutionalized pattern of activity. The political institution 
can shape the matured individual only within limits; he is not 
infinitely malleable. This essentially is the underlying truth of 
Kardiner’s work, which we discussed earlier. It is patent that 
both the individual and the situation act and react on each 
other. It is only for analytical purposes that we can isolate the 
situational from the personality determinant. Quite properly, 
psychological research into the relation between political insti¬ 
tutions and personality would tend to leave the impression that 
the role of the personality in ordering human relations is a de¬ 
terminant of high significance. But if it stops there it would fail 
to recognize that the institutional aspect of the situation itself 
is another and equally important variable deserving the same de¬ 
liberate and careful attention as the other. 
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In conclusion, therefore, I am suggesting that political 
science has been slow in identifying and distinguishing two ma¬ 
jor classes of data, the situational and the psychological, and in 
allocating to each its appropriate place and meaning in research. 
In so far as students of the political system have felt the need to 
adopt the idea of political behavior as a description of their new¬ 
est data, they have thereby been groping towards a way of clearly 
distinguishing recent research from that traditional to their dis¬ 
cipline. But since behavior has been used to refer both to the 
impact of personality on the situation as well as to the converse, 
it has been a term only of general ambiguous reference rather 
than of clear analytical value. A barrier in the way of systematic 
theory, therefore, is the lack of knowledge in political science 
about the nature of each class of data and the consequences of 
each for research into the political system. The existence of such 
knowledge would put political research in a favorable position 
for determining the place that each must play in a general con¬ 
ceptual framework. 



Chapter 

The Moral Foundations of 
Theoretical Research 


If seems impossible to determine the facts in the 
case; what we always have is a selection 
of more or less pertinent facts, and if we have 
a selection, then some fallible human being 
must select them, and in spite of the best 
endeavors, he is likely to get his desires 
mixed up with his realities. 

Charles A. Beard 


Out of the many areas critical for an understanding of 
the problems encountered in formulating systematic theory, I 
have selected for comment only a few. These have appeared to 
me as prior on any scale of urgency, taking into consideration, in 
political science, the relatively early stage of thinking about sys¬ 
tematic theory. These problems, basic to any study of systematic 
theory, have turned on the general characteristics of theoretical 
analysis itself, the relation of theory to the present state of affairs 
in political research, the need to clarify basic orienting con¬ 
cepts, and, in the last few chapters, the place of recurring kinds 
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of data in an understanding of political activity. At least one 
further point remains for discussion: the connection between 
a research worker’s moral frame of reference and the kind of 
general theory he formulates. This relationship is of special im¬ 
portance for political research if only because few other matters 
have given rise to as much dispute and ambiguity as the part 
played by value judgments. 

In this and the succeeding chapter, I shall urge, first, that 
moral views influence theoretical thinking to such a degree that 
a conceptual framework would be incomplete without a clear 
knowledge and understanding of its moral premises; second, that 
mere description or formal knowledge of these ethical premises 
does not meet this requirement for moral clarity; and third, in 
conclusion, that the need for closer attention to systematic theory 
automatically imposes on political science the obligation to re¬ 
examine and ultimately to revise the way in which moral theory 
has been studied over the last half-century. In its most general 
terms, I shall argue that while moral views may be logically sep¬ 
arable from factually oriented knowledge, in actual research our 
moral frame of reference plays an influential and inextricable 
part in conditioning our observations and conclusions. 


1 . The Properties of a Value Judgment 

Up to this point, I have not said much about the ethical 
premises of theoretical work. What little has been offered in 
passing, as in Chapter 2, did not go further than to indicate 
that there was a fundamental logical distinction between causal 
and value (moral) theory. But I did not pause to explore this 
difference. Indeed, my laconic reference to it might have aroused 
the suspicion that I considered these two kinds of theoretical 
thinking to be so entirely independent that they could be min¬ 
gled only at the risk of inconsistency and confusion. Leaving 
this impression undisturbed until this stage of the discussion has 
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been largely a matter of convenience. It seemed wise to be un¬ 
impeachably clear at the outset about the unique problems in 
developing an analytic framework as compared either with the 
collection of facts or with the discussion of the desirability of a 
political system. But now that the argument has been made 
that there is a genuine problem with regard to a conceptual 
framework, divisible into manageable elements, we arc ready to 
inspect more closely the relation between causal and value the¬ 
ory. 

To avoid any possible doubt that may arise later, how¬ 
ever, I must dwell for a moment on my working assumption 
about the properties of a value judgment, an assumption which 
has informed and will continue to prevail in the present work. 
This assumption, generally adopted today in the social sciences, 
holds that values can ultimately be reduced to emotional responses 
conditioned by the individual’s total life-experiences. In this inter¬ 
pretation, although in practice no one proposition need express 
either a pure fact or a pure value, facts and values are logically 
heterogeneous. The factual aspect of a proposition refers to a part 
of reality; hence it can be tested by reference to the facts. In this 
way we check its truth. The moral aspect of a proposition, however, 
expresses only the emotional response of an individual to a state 
of real or presumed facts. It indicates whether and the extent 
to which an individual desires a particular state of affairs to exist. 
Although we can say that the aspect of a proposition referring 
to a fact can be true or false, it is meaningless to characterize the 
value aspect of a proposition in this way. 

The adoption of this view of values docs not exclude the 
possibility of examining values as observable facts associated with 
human activity. That a person holds values and that these have 
consequences for action are social facts in the same sense as 
any other part of his activity or convictions. We can say that it 
is true or false that a person expresses certain preferences, that 
they are internally compatible, or that they have specified im¬ 
plications for action. Such observations are different, however, 
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from arguing that the sentiments expressed are themselves war¬ 
rantable by evidence. 

A simple example will illustrate this well-known inter¬ 
pretation. Let us assume that we agree that democracy is a po¬ 
litical system in which power is so distributed that control over 
the authoritative allocation of values lies in the hands of the 
mass of the people. To say that “the United States is a de¬ 
mocracy,” can obviously be proved or disproved, given accessi¬ 
bility to appropriate data. We can speak of the truth or falsity of 
such a proposition. But to say, “I prefer a democracy,” intro¬ 
duces a proposition with a logically different aspect. It expresses 
my sentiment in favor of this kind of political system. We can 
say that it is true or false that I hold this kind of sentiment, or 
that it is incompatible with an equal preference for an authoritarian 
political system, or that, to be consistent, I ought not to give my 
political support to a movement that would destroy democracy. To 
assert that this value judgment is true makes sense in another way 
as well; namely, that it is true that I made the statement or that 
it expresses the sentiment that 1 feel and is not an attempt at 
deception about my emotions. But it has little meaning to say 
that my preference for democracy is true while someone else’s 
dislike of it is false. 

In thus adopting as my own the going interpretation of 
values in the social sciences, I do not intend to minimize the 
utility of raising the disputed issue of the nature of values. It 
would be quite rewarding, for other purposes, to inquire whether 
values are objective, substantive principles, or periphrastic modes 
for expressing what are essentially indicative moods, as, for ex¬ 
ample, pragmatism implies. For the present discussion, how¬ 
ever, a final decision in this matter would not turn out to be 
vital. In assuming that values are expressions of our preferences 
and essentially dissimilar to factual aspects of propositions, I am 
in fact adopting a conception of values which will prove least 
convenient for the defense of the kind of study of values I find 
necessary today in order to develop rounded systematic theory. 
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I am, however, deliberately operating on this assumption be¬ 
cause, if the need for value theory can be justified in these terms, 
it must by this very fact be reasonable and convincing even to 
those who would begin with contrary premises about its nature. 


2 . The Possibility of Value-Free Political Research 

With these introductory remarks concerning my assump¬ 
tions, let us now examine my original contention that the de¬ 
velopment of a satisfactory general theory depends upon a full 
exploration of the moral premises with which we undertake such 
research. Briefly stated, the reason for this lies in the impossi¬ 
bility for political research ever to free itself from involvement 
with values. Verbally, research may carefully avoid any mention 
of values but this in itself need be no evidence of their absence. 
And their presence is far from innocuous; they have a deep in¬ 
fluence on the adequacy of research, pressing upon systematic 
theory through the moral premises of the research worker. If 
we look at the reasons for this we shall be able to appreciate why 
the goal of value-free research is a myth, unattainable in spite 
of the best of intentions. 

Like all social knowledge, political science has its origins 
and continuing support in the obvious fact that human beings 
find it useful. If men did not feel that political science does or 
might ultimately satisfy some human purposes, it could scarcely 
have existed for over two thousand years. And as we saw in Chap¬ 
ter 4, the utility of political research stems from the fact that it 
helps men to decide upon the kind of political system they would 
prefer and to understand how to go about changing social policy 
to obtain it. The inspiration behind political science is clearly 
ethical. Men want to understand the political system so that they 
can use this knowledge for their own purposes. 

If such knowledge exists to meet human needs, however, 
the definition of these needs is always provided by individual 
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research workers in the particular culture, and it is this definition 
which leaves its deepest mark on factually oriented research. I 
would argue that no factual proposition uttered by a human be¬ 
ing can be devoid of all relevance to moral preconceptions. For 
even though I am assuming that factual and moral propositions 
are logically heterogeneous, this does not mean that in practice 
it is possible to discover a proposition which expresses only a 
sentiment or states only a factual relationship. When we talk 
about justice as a moral problem, we invariably refer to some 
factual condition which we consider just or otherwise. And when 
we describe a factual situation, our propositions invariably flow 
from some moral purpose that has led us to investigate these 
facts. 

It is only recently that this conception of the relation 
between facts and values has begun to be accepted generally. 
Among political scientists, as among most other social scientists, 
no more than a decade ago it was possible to find a considerable 
number who subscribed to the conviction that complete freedom 
from value premises was possible.^ Here they joined what wo 
can now designate as the classical view of positivism, typical of 
the closing decades of the nineteenth century, which construed 
objectivity and, therefore, reliable knowledge, to depend upon 
the moral neutrality of research. 

In recent decades, social science has been undergoing a 
slow transformation of its views, especially under the belated 
influence of Ernst Troeltsch and Karl Mannheim and, generally, 
through the efforts of the whole field of the sociology of knowl- 


' Sec G. E. G. Catlin, The Science and Method of Politics, esp. part 3; 
C. E. Merriam, Political Power; H. D. Lasswell, Politics, Who Gets What, 
When, How; W. F. Whyte, “Challenge to Political Scientists.” 37 American 
Political Science Review (1943), 602-97; “Politics and Ethics, A Sym¬ 
posium,” 40 ibid. (1946), 283-312; W. B. Munro, The Government of 
the United States (5th cd.. New York: Macmillan, 1946) esp. p. 6; V. O. 
Key, op. cit.; A. L. Lowell, Essays on Government, esp. p. 8. Compare with 
F. Kaufmann, ‘The Issue of Ethical Neutrality,” 16 Social Research (1949), 
344-52. 
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edge.^ Through work in the latter, it has now become as evident 
as the converse was to early positivism, that whatever effort is 
exerted, in undertaking research we cannot shed our values in 
the way we remove our coats. Values are an integral part of 
personality and as long as we are human, we can assume that 
these mental sets and preferences will be with us. The ideal of a 
value-free social science has revealed itself as a chimera. Even 
where a research worker should claim utter impartiality, there 
can be no doubt that he has simply driven his moral views so far 
underground that even he himself may no longer be aware of 
them.^ 

The mere statement, however, that values underlie all 
research, does not in itself lead to the inevitable conclusion that 
these values must, by virtue of their presence, influence this 
research. Conceivably they could be there, but remain quite in¬ 
nocuous and even irrelevant. Evidence indicates, however, that 
in practice the impact upon research of one’s moral outlook is 
both wide and varied. Mannheim was one of the earliest to doc¬ 
ument in detail this relationship from the point of view of po¬ 
litical philosophy.^ Values, we now know, not only provide the 
matrix which shapes the selection of an empirical problem for 
investigation, but they mold the formulation of the problem, 
the selection of data, and even their interpretation. If truth were 
obtainable only upon the exile of our moral premises, it would 
become forever unattainable because of the inescapable presence 
of values. 

This influence does not mean, however, that the validity 
of empirical research depends upon the kind of values with 
which one approaches his data; validity still is determined by 

*For scrutiny of the literature in the whole field of sociology of 
knowledge see R. K. Merton, “The Sociology of Knowledge” in G. Gurvitch 
and W. E. Moore (eds.), Twentieth Century Sociology (New York: Philo¬ 
sophical Library, 1945), chapter 13. 

* For an illustration see my article on “Harold Lasswell: Policy Scien¬ 
tist for a Democratic Society,” 12 Journal of Politics (1950), 450-77. 

* K. Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia. 
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the correspondence of a statement to reality.® Whether or not a 
statement is true depends upon whether, when verified through 
the known procedures of good reasoning and observation, we 
find that it accords with experience. Our ability to perceive cer¬ 
tain relations among facts, however, may depend upon insight 
gained from immersion in one or another moral outlook. To put 
the same thought in a different way, certain moral premises may 
blind us or dull our senses to the presence of a relationship. Thus, 
while the truth or falsity of a proposition is not finally determined 
by the presence or absence of particular moral premises, the fact 
that we have been able to perceive a relationship or even the 
truth or falsity of a proposition may well depend upon these 
premises. 

This relevance, as Max Weber phrased it, of empirical 
research to values, has asserted itself clearly in American po¬ 
litical science. Most research in the last seventy-five years shows 
its affinity to a belief in democracy as the best kind of political 
system.® In its most general sense, democracy has been inter¬ 
preted as a set of institutional patterns that guarantees the 
rights of minorities, provides respect for legal procedure, and 
somehow casts the bulk of power into the hands of the numerical 
mass of the population. With some exceptions, the problems 
selected for research display this commitment to current demo¬ 
cratic views of what is right. Political science seeks to under¬ 
stand the mechanism whereby the formal organs of government, 
such as Congress or the Presidency, are subjected ultimately to 
the control of a vaguely conceived majority; the way in which the 
whole process of adjustment among competing groups functions, 
evidence of an obvious interest in the achievement of free con¬ 
sensus as a goal; how the power centers of leadership in parties, 

“See K. R. Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies (rev. ed., 
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1950), chapter 23 and G. H. Sabine, 
“Logic and Social Studies,” 48 Philosophical Review (1939), 155-76, esp. 
p. 176. 

• See, for example, B. E. Lippincott, “The Bias of American Political 
Science,” 2 Journal of Politics (1940), 125-39. 
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interest groups, and governmental organizations are controlled 
and limited; the way in which people participate in political 
life, especially with regard to the sources of political apathy, an 
obvious derivative of an interest in popular rule; and how political 
authority in all phases of the political system is brought to a sense 
of responsibility, morally and factually. We could construct an 
indefinite catalogue of the principal foci of research in American 
political science as evidence of the way in which its adherence to 
democratic standards, however variously we may define them, has 
shaped and guided the selection of problems for research. 

There is, of course, little about this adaptation of research 
to our moral premises that is inherently malignant to satisfactory 
work. Without some criteria for choosing areas for research, we 
would have no knowledge of where to begin in the search for 
generalizations significant for human living. If, in an effort to 
avoid taking a moral position, we shunned conscious criteria of 
our own, but simply followed traditional lines of research, then 
we would not be genuinely cleansed of all moral standards. We 
would just be adopting the values implicit in traditional research. 
Until recently, however, social scientists have been prone to 
question both the wisdom and validity of research undertaken 
with obvious moral inspiration. 

What is true of research in general is no less true of sys¬ 
tematic theory. Without attempting to argue here what I have 
sought to demonstrate elsewhere,*^ it can be said that the kind 
of variables which a theorist considers cogent for his theory, the 
type of data he selects to test it, even the kinds of relations he 
sees among his variables, normally show a significant relation to 
his moral premises. In systematic theory, as in purely factual re¬ 
search, we may banish all verbal reference to values, but this 
does not in itself prove that our ultimate preferences may not 
have exercised an unobtrusive influence on our observations and 
reasoning. 


’ See my article, op. cit. 
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3 . The Meaning of Moral Clarity 

A consequence with far-reaching implications for the study 
of political theory flows from this inextricable relation of facts 
and values. Within the last decade or more, social science has 
come generally to acknowledge that what cannot be exiled from 
research ought to be brought into the open. There it can be 
scrutinized to estimate its possible results. Accordingly, it is said 
that our task as rational social scientists who seek to improve the 
reliability of our knowledge is to make our values explicit, to 
assert, avow, affirm, indicate, or clarify them in some way as a 
kind of moral prelude to our main empirical theme. Having 
made a formal statement in this way with regard to our moral 
views, it is held, we can then push on with the task of discover¬ 
ing verifiable propositions, factual or theoretical. In effect, this 
is an exhortation to present a summary of our moral postulates 
so that we ourselves and our audience may be aware of their 
potential infiuence on our thinking. As one author phrases the 
matter, “there is no logical reason why a social philosopher 
should not postulate any value he chooses, provided only that 
he avows what he is doing. . . .” ® 

This obligation on the social scientist to clarify his moral 
convictions, if he is to increase the reliability of his knowledge, 
presents a serious problem. Its merit is that it shows an aware¬ 
ness of the close relation between analysis and observation, on 
the one side, and moral outlook on the other. But its credit in this 
respect is almost erased by the purely formal character of the 
obligation it imposes on the social scientist. The purpose pre¬ 
sumably is to communicate an accurate picture of the political 
scientist’s ethical convictions. It is highly doubtful, however, that 
the demand for a purely formal exhumation and presentation of 
moral premises would enable the research worker to present an 
accurate picture of his moral views. Self-clarification requires 

■G. H. Sabine, “What Is a Political Theory,” 1 Journal of Politics 
(1939), 1-16, on p. 13. 
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more than a simple self-questioning with regard to one’s prefer¬ 
ences. 

As anyone who has attempted seriously to elaborate his 
moral views will readily perceive, the attainment of moral clarity, 
sufficient to allow a person to affirm a particular position, can be 
achieved only at the end of a long process of moral inquiry. 
Such a process is not easily understood oi learned, no more 
easily in fact than the canons and procedures of scientific method; 
and it requires the same creative insight that the discovery of causal 
relations demands of the most fruitful empirical research. In a 
word, moral self-clarification requires training and experience in 
the concepts and procedures of moral inquiry, the kind of analysis 
we usually associate in political science with the study of strict 
political (value) theory. When the demand is made that the re¬ 
search worker make his values explicit, it is usually assumed that 
to do this, he need simply ask himself what his moral preferences 
are, and a quick answer will be forthcoming. It presupposes that 
the student of politics is clearly aware of his ultimate preferences 
and their modifications or elaborations when applied to political 
life. 

Let us ask for a moment just how such moral awareness 
in relation to politics is achieved. It is well known that very few 
people really understand what they value, or if they do, in what 
order or hierarchy they would prefer things. Furthermore, im¬ 
mediately upon reflection, it is equally clear that we never quite 
know how much of each desired goal we would be willing to 
yield in order to achieve some part of another goal. In short, we 
are not unambiguously aware of our ultimate preferences, of 
their general ranking or hierarchical arrangement, and finally, 
of their specific ranking in a concrete political situation. 

There are at least two ways in which clarity about these 
moral questions can be achieved. One is through the actual expe¬ 
rience of a situation which calls forth an expression of all our 
basic preferences in circumstances in which not all can be equally 
achieved. When we have to act, we have no alternative but to 
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make moral choices. Such an experience would immediately solve 
the problem of what wc wanted and how much we would yield 
of any one preference to achieve another. It would establish in 
a practical way, discernible through our actions, the nature and 
ordering of our values. 

It is obvious, however, that values which impinge on our 
political research are infrequently called into action as a system. 
We seldom find it necessary or possible to act out the total con¬ 
figuration of our preferences and their political consequences. 
Only if we were presented with the possibility of reconstructing 
a political system de novo in our own image, would we then be 
called upon to act out our total scheme of preferences. But not 
even a Danton or Robespierre at the height of his power was able 
to obtain practical expression for his ideas about the best kind of 
political system. If the achievement of moral clarity were possible 
only through the actual application of our moral premises to po¬ 
litical life, we would never be able to make known our actual val¬ 
ues. We would be able to present only a formal statement based 
on momentary reflection upon what appeared to be our moral 
postulates. 

But this practical barrier preventing us from passing be¬ 
yond merely formal clarification can be overcome. There is a 
second way in which it is possible to trace the consequences of 
our moral views as a means of clarifying them. This is through 
the traditional method of political theory whereby we reflect 
upon, analyze, and project our moral views into practical political 
life. Failing an action situation which compels choices among all 
possible alternatives, clarity becomes possible, not through the 
formal presentation of a few premises in a page or two, but 
through the laborious task of constructively forming an image 
of the kind of political system that flows from our moral premises. 

Rational research requires a complete definition of the 
way in which we conceive our goals. These goals cannot be fully 
clarified unless we explore our basic moral views. The latter, in 
turn, lack full meaning and expression until their knowable con- 
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sequences are fully worked out. The consequences, however, are 
social in character and, therefore, a rational understanding of the 
moral frame of reference for an activity such as research compels 
us to enter into a full inquiry with respect to the application of 
our goals. We are compelled to project our moral views into an 
image of the kind of society and political system we would ac¬ 
cept as desirable and in this way to formulate a view of what we 
conceive to be the good political life. Only through an enterprise 
such as this could we then say that we had clarified our values or 
made them explicit. Moral clarification requires more than the 
formal postulation of a few interrelated values. It requires the 
positive task of constructing an image of the political system 
flowing from these moral premises. This task we can call the 
constructive approach towards moral clarification as contrasted 
with the largely formal approach implicit in the exhortation to 
avow, affirm, state, or make explicit our values. A constructive 
approach requires the synthesis of values with facts to bring out 
the full meaning of the values. 

The constructive approach is well illustrated by the po¬ 
litical theory of any of the great social philosophers of the past. 
An analysis of the components of any political theory shows how 
a theorist communicates his values, not through the assertion of 
a few dogmatic premises, but through the elaborate construction 
of the consequences of his moral views for the political structure 
and processes. The values are never fully appreciated until the 
essential knowable consequences have been elaborated. Bentham, 
for example, carefully presents his fundamental moral outlook 
through a description of what he means by the ethical principle 
of utility or moral hedonism. The full meaning and implica¬ 
tions of his description, however, do not become apparent even 
from An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Lcfjisla- 
tion. Full understanding requires investigation into his conception 
of the practical consequences of his views for jurisprudence and for 
the general political structure, as elaborated in other works. Moral 
judgments are too complicated for any individual to summarize 
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them in a few pages or to clarify their full meaning without testing 
them through their hypothetical application to the political facts. 

We can conclude, then, that the development of system¬ 
atic theory will normally be related to the moral views of the 
theorist. Knowledge of these views may be helpful in under¬ 
standing the particular kind of theoretical system proposed and 
its strengths and weaknesses as a tool to analyze the political sys¬ 
tem. But the theorist cannot check the impact of his moral views 
on his theory unless he is thoroughly aware of the nature of 
these views. It is deceptive, however, to accept formal assertion 
of belief in certain moral postulates as a meaningful description 
of the ethical premises behind theoretical research. For the stu¬ 
dent of general theory, full moral self-clarification requires that 
he devote serious attention to a constructive approach to his val¬ 
ues. 



Chapter 



The Decline of Modem Political Theory 


But there have not been wanting brave souls 
who have taken the historical faith quite 
seriously and have actually attempted to make 
the historical point of view replace or 
supersede all independent method or 
standpoint of valuation. 

Morris R. Cohen 


In the last chapter, the point was made that rational in¬ 
quiry into systematic theory requires intimate knowledge of the 
moral frame of reference within which the research takes place 
and that such knowledge is attainable only through a construc¬ 
tive approach to moral problems. In this chapter we shall con¬ 
tinue this discussion by asking just how well prepared political 
scientists arc to explore their moral premises in this way. In an¬ 
swer, I shall suggest that the study of political values in American 
political science during the last fifty years or more has failed to 
provide the student of political life with the skills and knowledge 
necessary to explore fully his own moral preconceptions. 

The study of value theory has traditionally fallen to po- 
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litical theory, although, as we shall see in the final chapter, this 
need not be the only task of political theory. Implicitly political 
theory has dealt with causal as well as value theory. Nevertheless, 
in the division of labor among political scientists, it is custom¬ 
ary to attribute to political theory an exclusive interest in philo¬ 
sophical, normally meaning moral, problems. However much 
this may unnecessarily narrow the scope of theoretical thinking 
in political science, the fact is that research into political theory 
is now equated with the study of value theory. Our question, 
therefore, concerning the adequacy of value theory for helping 
political scientists to reveal their moral convictions must be di¬ 
rected to political theory. 


1 . Decline into Historieism 

With certain exceptions that definitely lie outside the 
main pattern, political theory has been devoted to a form of 
historical research that has robbed it, as it has descended to us 
in the European tradition, of its earlier constructive role. In the 
past, theory was a vehicle whereby articulate and intelligent in¬ 
dividuals conveyed their thoughts on the actual direction of af¬ 
fairs and offered for serious consideration some ideas about 
the desirable course of events. In this way they revealed to us the 
full meaning of their moral frame of reference. Today, however, 
the kind of historical interpretation with which we are familiar 
in the study of political theory has driven from the latter its only 
unique function, that of constructively approaching a valua- 
tional frame of reference. 

An examination of some classic American works in the 
study of theory over the last half-century, such as those by Dun¬ 
ning, Mcllwain, and Sabine, will uncover a vital source of the 
contemporary decline in constructive moral inquiry in the 
United States and, therefore, of its inadequacy as a tool for help- 
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ing political scientists lay bare their moral premises. In the past, 
theory was approached as an intellectual activity whereby the 
student could learn how he was to go about exploring the know- 
able consequences and, through them, the ultimate premises of 
his own moral outlook. He studied the history of theory in much 
the same way that Rousseau, for example, might have inquired 
into the work of Aristotle: as a means to inform himself of the 
way in which others viewed standards of right so that he might 
himself be better able to solve the same problems to his own satis¬ 
faction. 

Scrutiny of the works by the American political theorists 
just mentioned reveals that their authors have been motivated 
less by an interest in communicating such knowledge than in 
retailing information about the meaning, internal consistency, 
and historical development of past political values. There arc, of 
course, others who are genuine exceptions to this trend, but they 
are a mere handful among the vast majority that confines itself 
to this kind of historical interpretation. 

As it has been practiced by the majority, the historical ap¬ 
proach has managed to crush the life out of value theory. Not 
that the historical treatment of political ideas need in itself pro¬ 
duce this result; rather, it is the kind of history, which can be 
described as historicism, that, having seized the minds of theorists 
in the last half-century, must bear the blame. 

It is with considerable hesitation and reluctance that I 
describe this approach as historicist. Like so many other concepts 
current in philosophy, it has assumed a variety of meanings and 
its use here, unfortunately, must add another. On the one hand, 
historicism has normally been used to suggest the hypothesis 
that all ideas are historically conditioned and, therefore, that all 
ideas, both moral and causal, are purely relative. There can be no 
universal truths except perhaps the one truth that all ideas arc a 
product of a historical period and cannot transcend it.' On the 
other hand, some have called this view historism or sociologism— 

^ Consult especially the work of Wilhelm Dilthcy and Karl Mannheim. 



236 / The Political System 

the sociology of knowledge carried to an extreme—and have re¬ 
served the term historicism for a different purpose.^ In this case, 
historicism is defined as the belief that history is governed by in¬ 
exorable laws of change and that human actions are guided by 
permanent ultimate purposes. 

As I have indicated, historicism in the present discussion 
does not go so far as the meaning attributed to it in either of these 
two contexts. Historical interpretation in political theory today 
does not necessarily lead to the belief that universal generaliza¬ 
tions are impossible or that history is governed by inevitable laws 
of evolution. Instead, the contemporary historical approach is 
historicist solely because it believes that very little more can be 
said about values except that they are a product of certain his¬ 
torical conditions and that they have played a given role in the 
historical process. Political theory today is interested primarily in 
the history of ideas. This preoccupation with problems of history, 
rather than with problems of reflection about the desirability of 
alternative goals, is what gives contemporary research in political 
theory its special significance. 

The historical approach to values, which I am calling 
historicism, has led theorists to concentrate, first, on the relation 
of values to the milieu in which they appear; second, on a de¬ 
scription of the historical process through which such ideas have 
emerged; and third, as part of these two objectives, on the mean¬ 
ing and consistency of the ideas expressed. In political theory, 
students have been devoting themselves to what is essentially an 
empirical and a logical, rather than to a value, problem, at least 
in terms of the prevailing disjunction between facts and values. 
They have been learning what others have said and meant; they 
have not been approaching this material with the purpose of 
learning how to express and clarify their own values. They have 
in effect assimilated political theory into empirical and causal 

■ K. R. Popper, op. cit., esp. chapter 23; see also a series of articles by 
the same author in 11 and 12 Economical New Series, (1944 and 1945), 
which appraises historicist methodology. 
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social science and have thereby abandoned its genuinely moral 
aspect. 

True moral reflection would not, of course, neglect the his¬ 
tory of value theory. Such history would be invaluable as a source 
for appreciating the nature of other kinds of moral standards. Since 
the meanings of words depend upon the culture and its historical 
moment, full understanding of a moral idea, as of any other, re¬ 
quires an investigation into its meaning in the light of the cultural 
conditions under which it arose and was in use. The sociology of 
knowledge, which seeks to reveal the ties between knowledge 
and the historical circumstances, would provide vital material for 
a moral inquiry into earlier political theory. But even though 
moral research would include history, it would use the latter 
for purposes entirely different from those of historicism. History 
would be a means for informing the inquirer of alternative moral 
outlooks with the hope that this would aid him in the construc¬ 
tion of his own political synthesis or image of a good political life. 

Although there is solid unity in the disregard for con¬ 
structive moral inquiry, differences do exist in the general ap¬ 
proach which each theorist has adopted towards the role of ideas 
in the historical process. There are at least three main points of 
view. Some attention to these will serve to bring out the intrin¬ 
sic nature of the prevailing historicist approaches and, thereby, 
the main reasons for their effective disablement of theory. It will 
show how theory has come to lose its utility for training students 
of political life in the knowledge and skills necessary for under¬ 
standing those moral premises within the matrix of which they 
conduct political research. 


2 . The Historicism of Dunning 

In a very broad sense, W. A. Dunning in his three vol¬ 
umes entitled A History of Political Theories;’^ published in the 

®(New York: Macmillan, 1902, 1905, and 1920). 
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first two decades of this century, set the tone for research in politi¬ 
cal theory. His training as a historian furnishes the key to his 
work; he approaches political theory with a primary interest in 
problems of historical change and seeks to reveal the role of po¬ 
litical ideas in this process. History, he assumed, is a product 
of the interplay between social practices or institutions and politi¬ 
cal ideas. An adequate understanding of historical change will re¬ 
quire investigation into the way in which each of these aspects 
of the historical process influences the other. As a result, political 
theory, for Dunning, becomes a historical account of the condi¬ 
tions and consequences of political ideas. He seeks to uncover 
the cultural and political conditions which generate and shape 
the prevailing political conceptions of an age and to isolate the 
influence of these ideas, in turn, on the social conditions. 

This interpretation of the function of theory recurs as the 
major unifying theme throughout his writing. “The only path 
of approach to an accurate apprehension of political philosophy,” 
he writes in the opening pages of his first volume, “is through 
political history.” ^ “The criterion of selection,” he writes in the 
same vein, “will be a pretty definite and clearly discernible re¬ 
lationship between any given author’s work and the current of in¬ 
stitutional development.” ® 

Dunning is clearly historicist, therefore, in his conception 
of political theory, but he goes even further in helping to divert 
attention from moral reflection. Relentlessly he rejects the 
value of dealing with moral problems even in a purely historical 
context. For him, political theory is essentially historical research 
into views that derive from observation of political facts and prac¬ 
tices, especially as they are related to the legal form of political 
life. Later, with the growth of political realism,® his disciples 
broadened this interest in legal ideas to the history of all em- 

*W. A. Dunning, A History of Political Theories, Vol I, pp. 1-2. 

* Ibid., pp. xviii-ix. 

• See above, chapters 6 and 7. 
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pirically based theories of political activity^ But, as for Dunning, 
there was no doubt that so far “as discrimination and selection 
are inevitable, the present history will prefer those lines of devel¬ 
opment in which political ideas appear as legal rather than as 
ethical.” ® 

He does tolerantly accept the possibility, it is true, of writ¬ 
ing about political theory from a variety of points of view, each 
of which may have its own justification and among which ethical 
analysis might hold an important place. He was undoubtedly 
thinking of the moral emphasis of Paul Janet’s Histoire de la 
science politique dans ses rapports avec la morale, one of the 
prominent texts in use at the time, which Dunning’s work was to 
displace in a few years. Dunning’s catholicity, however, was only 
nominal. In his own work he rejects the utility of historically 
scrutinizing the varieties of moral views about political life, ex¬ 
cept perhaps as an accidental by-product of the analysis of em¬ 
pirical ideas. Moral views, for him, were “dogmas, with endless 
varieties of shading and detail.” ® Implicitly he views moral 
premises as the product of mere caprice or whim, dogmas with¬ 
out warrant and therefore scarcely worth analyzing or interpret¬ 
ing. To the extent that they must be included in a history, they 
can be treated only with regard to their place as a variable in the 
historical process. 

In Dunning’s hands, therefore, the study of political 

’C. E. Merriam, American Political Ideas (New York: Macmillan, 
1920), writes in his Preface: “The purpose of the writer is to trace 
the broad currents of American political thought in their relation to the 
social, economic and political tendencies of the time. Sometimes these ideas 
have been best expressed in political institutions; sometimes in laws, judicial 
decisions, administration, or customs; again, in the ullcranccs of statesmen 
and publicists or leaders of various causes; sometimes by the formal state¬ 
ments of the systematic philosophers. . . . This study is the outgrowth of 
investigations begun in the Seminar on American political philosophy given 
by Professor Dunning, in Columbia University. 1896-97, and the writer 
wishes to acknowledge his deep sense of obligation for the inspiration then 
given, and for subsequent encouragement in the prosecution of this work.” 

" W. A. Dunning, op. cit., Vol. I, p. xxi; sec also pp. 302-3. 

• Ibid., Vol. Ill, p. 422. 
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theory is virtually converted into the history of factual idet^s and 
theories. There can be no objection, of course, to including the 
history of causal theory in the tasks of political theory as a field of 
specialization within political science. In fact, in the conclud¬ 
ing chapter I shall urge the need for the inclusion of causal the¬ 
ory in the general study of political theory. From the point of 
view of the present discussion, however, Dunning’s was a sin of 
omission. He would exclude from political theory the treatment 
of moral ideas even as a variable in the historical process. Con¬ 
fronted with the task of writing three volumes about political 
ideas, in practice he did find it impossible to banish all reference 
to moral views; they are too intertwined with factual statements 
in any political theory. Nevertheless, he sought consciously and 
successfully to locate moral ideas in the penumbra of his work. 

It is symptomatic of the general attitude towards moral 
questions in the early part of this century that Dunning’s inter¬ 
pretation of political theory should have been acceptable. It is 
equally reflective of the premises of contemporary political sci¬ 
ence that with important, although not fundamental, modifica¬ 
tions (especially with regard to the place of moral ideas), his ap¬ 
proach continues to color research in theory today. 

Although he directed theory towards a historical examina^ 
tion of the interaction between ideas and the social environment, 
it was impossible for him to neglect entirely other aspects. He did 
pay considerable attention to the meaning and logical consistency 
of ideas; without logical analysis of a theory the relation to the 
times could scarcely be explored. Further, in spite of the fact that 
his critics universally noted that "'the most striking characteristic 
of the opus magnum was its dispassionate and objective quality, 
its detached point of view,” his readers could not fail to dis¬ 
cover that Dunning favored representative democracy, even 
though moral views found only a grudging place in his thinking. 

“C. E. Merriam in “News and Notes,” 16 American Political Sci¬ 
ence Review (1922), 689-94, on p. 694. 
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And where a theorist offered an idea that could be checked against 
known facts, Dunning did not hesitate to express his opinion 
about its validity. But in spite of these excursions into logic, 
moral interpretation, and empirical verification, his motivating 
concern in writing his three volumes was for the interaction of 
factual ideas with institutions in the historical process. 

It would be saying too much to isolate Dunning as the 
source of contemporary historicism in American political theory. 
Rather, he reflected social conditions which formed the hospitable 
soil in which such a conception of theory could flourish. But if per¬ 
sonal responsibility can be fixed in a complex historical process, 
Dunning must accept a large share of the blame for establishing 
a pattern from which research today still shows few signs of de¬ 
parting. Subsequent works differ in emphasis, and later histories 
of theory often show greater depth of scholarship and perception, 
but they do not fundamentally broaden the limits imposed on the 
study of political theory by its early historical orientation at the 
hands of Dunning. 


3. The Historicism of Mcliwain 

The Growth of Political Thoi4}^ht in the West by C. H. 
Mcliwain,*^ one of the most inspiring teachers of theory in this 
century, illustrates a second variation on the historical theme. 
Whereas Dunning had turned to history because he saw politi¬ 
cal ideas as a possible influence on the course of events, Mcliwain 
adopts historical research because for him a political idea is an 
effect rather than an influential interacting part of social activ¬ 
ity. Being virtual ciphers in the changing patterns of actual life, 
ideas can have meaning only as part of a history of theories in 
which ideas may condition subsequent ideas, but in which they 
leave no impact upon action. Mcliwain comes to history, it will ap- 


“(New York: Macmillan, 1932). 
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pear, primarily because there is in his understanding of the 
nature of theory as a set of ideas no other meaningful way in 
which it can be discussed. 

As the title of his volume indicates, the purpose underly¬ 
ing his study is historical; it seeks to show the way in which 
Western political thought has emerged from antiquity to the end 
of the medieval period.^^ ideas, he assumes, have a history, and it 
is necessary to inquire into this history. The question here, 
however, is just why he feels he should make a historical study. 

Mcllwain’s conclusions about the place of ideas in social 
life help to explain why his attachment to history in the realm of 
political theory was not simply a matter of caprice. To put in its 
bald form a view that he puts consciously, but more subtly, a 
political theory for him is normally a rationalization, not a deter¬ 
minant or influential condition of action. Ideas for him are epi- 
phenomena, the mere froth on the ocean, as it were, that has 
little effect on the movement of the waves. They justify be¬ 
havior but are scarcely instrumental in influencing political ac¬ 
tivity. Verbally at any rate—^for his actual practice and even a few 
of his comments would indicate a contrary view—^he does not 
conceive that ideas have even the power of a myth in persuading 
men to act. 

This view is, as I have suggested, the product of a con¬ 
scious judgment, not the derivative of a hidden assumption. In 
the very concluding chapter of his work, Mcllwain carefully 
draws attention to his reflections on the subject. “But as we have 
seen,” he writes, “it is almost a law of the development of political 
thought that political conceptions are the by-product of actual 
political relations, and oftentimes in history these relations have 
changed materially long before this change attracted the notice 
even of those most affected by it, or became a part of their un¬ 
conscious habits of thought, much less of their political specula¬ 
tion, when they had any.” 

“Ibid., p. V. 

“Ibid., p. 391. 
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Although he speaks here with conviction, McIIwain is 
not completely at one with himself. Sometimes, in passing, he is 
reluctant to do more than pose as an empirical question, to be 
answered for each time and place, the extent to which ideas and 
practices interact.^^ At other times he states without reservation 
that “the constitutional doctrines concerning the basis of the 
Emperor’s authority, and the ideas political and religious that 
gathered about his person or his office, had effects upon both the 
theory and the practice of monarchy in the later western 
world. . . However much the actual writing of his history 
may have compelled a less extreme view about the effectiveness 
of ideas, his own conception of their role served at least to pro¬ 
vide for him a justification for his way of dealing with theory. 

Although McIIwain explicitly rejects the conclusion that 
ideas can influence action, in doing so he does not mean to 
imply that they are totally devoid of effect. They may be influ¬ 
ential, but their influence lies exclusively in the realm of ideas. 
When men search for a justification or rationalization of a partic¬ 
ular act or set of institutions, McIIwain does not hold that they 
cut their ideas out of whole cloth. They adopt, modify or elab¬ 
orate the arguments of their predecessors, in this way contribut¬ 
ing to the development of these ideas. The fact, however, that 
ideas have a history does not convert this history into a causal 
element in the whole historical process. For McIIwain, it merely 
shows that political ideas in Western civilization have some kind 
of continuity and this provides a good reason for tracing their 
development. Without the possibility of ideas leaving some kind 
of impact on succeeding ideas, there would have been little oc¬ 
casion for a book dealing with “the development of our ideas 
about the state and about government.” 

With these clear assumptions about the role of political 
theory, as sets of ideas, we can understand why McIIwain should 

**Sec, for example, ibid., p. 201. 

Ibid., p. 132. Italics mine. 

Ibid., p. V., italics in original: sec also p. 131. 
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not feel compelled to question the historical pattern of research 
already popularized in the United States by Dunning. If political 
ideas follow upon practices, then an examination of moral criteria 
prevalent in other ages, as an aid in formulating our own, would 
seem to have little utility in and of itself. This does not mean that 
Mcllwain must summarily reject any criterion other than the 
historical for judging political thought; for that matter, as we 
saw, neither did Dunning. But the point at issue here is not 
what other variety of tests or modes of examination an author 
could conceive as legitimate, but what prompted him to adopt 
his own as the most meaningful context for the study of theory. 
Mcllwain’s explanation is unambiguous. Since research reveals 
the inconsequential nature of political theories, he who wishes 
may explore them as a means to help him to understand his own 
moral standards; but for Mcllwain, research into the continuity 
of ideas yields the richest rewards for scholarship. 

This interpretation of ideas as a reflection of activity 
leads to certain consequences for the study of the history of the¬ 
ory. It transfers the emphasis of history from a causal study of 
the contribution ideas make to the actual process of social 
change, as it had been conceived by Dunning, into an explora¬ 
tion of the historical conditions surrounding the emergence of an 
idea. These are the bounds that Mcllwain sets for himself. As he 
phrases his task, when discussing the reasons for the decline of 
the Western Roman Empire, “the chronicler of the growth of 
political thought is concerned only with the changes in men’s 
conception of the state produced by the new political condi¬ 
tions that accompanied and followed this decline.” In effect, 
political theory is here construed as a branch of the sociology of 
knowledge, which deals primarily with the circumstances shap¬ 
ing knowledge as it has varied over time. The task of the political 
theorist is to show the way in which a social milieu molds and 
shapes political thought. It is concerned with the exclusively em¬ 
pirical task of uncovering the determinants of ideology. 


"Ibid., p. 167. Italics mine. 
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In spite of this reduction of political theory to the study of 
an aspect of history, there was imbedded in Mcllwain’s approach 
to the history of theory a respect for moral views that saved them 
from the utter eclipse they had suffered in Dunning’s work. For 
Mcllwain, a theory includes more than propositions anchored in 
observation. He prefers rather an inclusive history of theory, one 
that does not neglect any aspect of a political idea that seeks to 
justify political practices and institutions. And the moral justi¬ 
fication appears to him primary. In fact, his very formulation 
of the kind of ideas which constitute the subject matter of a 
history of theory suggests his initial concern for men’s views on 
the good political life, rather than their conclusions about the way 
in which men do act. “ ‘Man is born free and everywhere he is 
in chains. . . . What can make it legitimate?’ It is the central 
question of all political thought.” With this moral question 
from Rousseau as the opening comment of his work, he sets as 
his task the history of men’s reflections about the moral basis of 
political obligation. 

Mcllwain thus selects moral ideas for special attention 
not only because they are in fact the preoccupation of theorists, 
but also because in his own interpretation they have special sig¬ 
nificance in men’s lives. He leaves the definite impression that 
moral views are worth discussing and aflirming. For example, in 
the light of his own values, there is little doubt that the moral 
premises associated with contemporary democracy, especially 
when viewed as a constitutional order, arc of paramount signifi¬ 
cance and that a person would be eminently rewarded in dis¬ 
cussing them. In a sense, the inspiration behind his whole vol¬ 
ume is an attempt to depict the early origins of these moral 
convictions.^® 

Since Mcllwain attributes such special significance to 
moral judgments, it might appear inconsistent to characterize his 
historical work as historicist. If he felt that a person ought to as- 

Ibid., p. 1. 

'“Ibid., pp. 1-3. 
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sert his allegiance to a particular set of moral ideals, then this 
might appear to be the basis for a direct inquiry into the way in 
which we go about formulating such ideals. Mcllwain, how¬ 
ever, does seem to be strongly influenced by an interpretation of 
the nature of moral judgments that bars him from approaching 
theory in anything but a historical context. 

Let us look for a moment at his conception of the nature 
of values to trace its influence on his thinking. This con¬ 
ception is nowhere unambiguously set forth. Inference from his 
scattered comments does lead to the conclusion, however, that he 
considers values to be a product of the individual’s response to his 
environment. Moral standards, he holds, are essentially unprov- 
able. Political theory, he argues, cannot be discussed without 
penetrating to the philosophical premises underlying a theory, 
that is, to the attempts to “solve the mysteries of existence and 
knowledge.” But he holds that in the past some of these “pro- 
foundest assertions remained unproved because in their na¬ 
ture unprovable.” Presumably, the most perplexing of these 
mysteries concerns the purposes of men. If it is true that these 
purposes are indeed unprovable, then our values cannot be a 
matter of cognition. They can be only expressions of a point of 
view or personal opinion. To this extent his interpretation of the 
nature of values does not vary substantially from that common to 
modern social science—^values are an emotional response to ex¬ 
perience. While differences in refinements may exist, the essen¬ 
tial point is that Mcllwain aligns himslf with those who see 
moral experience as subjective in origin and nature. 

This subjective view is conclusively upheld when Mc¬ 
llwain finally asserts that when a person’s duty is at stake, “the 
individual opinion or conscience is the ultimate test in all 
cases.” If we could know what our moral obligations were in 
the same way that we know about the existence of a fact, mani- 

* Ibid., p. 97. 

“ Ibid. 

“ Ibid., p. 369. 
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fest evidence, not individual conscience, would be our guide. 
Conscience sets our moral purposes when, because of the nature 
of moral judgments, the latter are considered to be the product 
not of rational inquiry but of responses to social circumstances. 

This relativistic interpretation of the nature of values 
raises a dilemma which we shall meet again in Sabine’s work and 
which I shall treat more fully at a later point. If moral judg¬ 
ments are subjective and relative, then how are we to justify our¬ 
selves in adopting one set of preferences as superior to all others? 
Although Mcllwain makes no attempt to answer this question, 
it is clear that he does believe decidedly in the need to affirm 
one’s moral premises. And yet, in spite of this belief, he does 
not avoid one of the consequences that is often said to flow from 
moral relativism; namely, that if all moral beliefs are a product 
of the life-experience of each individual, then no one belief can 
lay claim to any higher worth than any other. There is, there¬ 
fore, so the argument runs, little use in discussing values; let 
each man simply set forth his own with the knowledge that the 
values of any other person are just as good as his. 

Historicism is a natural outgrowth of this kind of reason¬ 
ing. If we begin with a belief in the equal value of all moral judg¬ 
ments, then there is little use in inquiring into such judgments; 
whatever our moral convictions, they are no better than the 
standards held by any one else. Accordingly, if we must deal with 
moral problems, the only approach that has any meaning is the 
historical one. It instructs us in the analysis both of the mean¬ 
ing of terms and of their relation to the historical process. In the 
matter of moral issues comprehension in historical terms alone 
makes sense. 

Obviously Mcllwain, from the standpoint of his con¬ 
scious convictions, would not agree with this sequence of reason¬ 
ing. His belief in the superior moral worth of his own outlook 
does subtly assert itself. But the fact that he docs not go beyond 
a historical analysis is equal evidence that he has not avoided 
entirely the consequences of this kind of reasoning. In fact, his 
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historicism, in practice, indicates the firm grip that this interpret 
tation of the consequences of moral relativism has upon his study 
of political theory. There is a possible interpretation of relativism, 
to be examined later, that can help us to restore the study of 
moral theory to its natural place in political science. The fact that 
Mcllwain confines himself to historicism, however, indicates that 
he has not availed himself of this alternative conception of the 
meaning of moral relativism. 

When we join his view of the nature of values to his con¬ 
viction that ideas can have little consequence for practical human 
affairs, we can understand why his work in the realm of ancient 
and medieval political theory should have been so hospitable, in 
its basic assumptions, to historicist research. In spite of his un¬ 
doubted conviction that it is worth while to affirm moral views, 
his conception of the role of ideas in general bars him from 
advocating anything other than a historicist treatment. We must 
infer that moral views, being a species of ideas and, indeed, being in 
his own interpretation the central part of a theory, are really not 
influential in the course of history. Logically, he cannot escape 
from the inference that, like all ideas, moral views are products, 
not interacting causes in historical change. As such we can say no 
more about moral theories than we can about ideas in general. 
We can speak of their meaning and of the circumstances mold¬ 
ing them, but beyond this, little can be said. We are there¬ 
fore forced to conclude that Mcllwain never makes clear why it 
really is worth while to assert one’s moral views vigorously; pre¬ 
sumably they do not guide action. We can understand, however, 
why he should be led to history as the most meaningful mode for 
interpreting moral ideas. 
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4, The Hisforkism of Sabine 

A third type of approach to the history of political theory 
is represented by G. H. Sabine’s A History of Political The- 
ory,^^ Without doubt this brilliant volume has exercised deeper 
influence over the study of political theory in the United Stales 
during recent years than any other single work. With Dunning 
and Mcllwain, Sabine does not pause to question whether a his¬ 
torical study of theory is an appropriate approach to the subject 
matter. It is true, he does show exceptional insight into his own 
method. He is able to explain, however, only what his historical 
research involves, not why it is justifled. We are left with the im¬ 
pression both from his work and from his own description of his 
method, that a historical study of theory provides its own self- 
evident justification. The very nature of Sabine’s understanding 
of moral judgments seems to point to no other kind of useful ap¬ 
proach. 

In his attitude towards the history of theory, Sabine falls 
into a category separate from that of Dunning or of Mcllwain. 
He combines elements from the approaches of both. With the 
former he agrees that the examination of political thought merits 
attention because it is an aspect of the political process that in¬ 
teracts with and influences social action. With the latter he main¬ 
tains the necessity of describing and analyzing the moral judg¬ 
ments in each theory. Through this blend he lays the basis for a 
serious inquiry into the values of various thinkers. For Sabine, 
moral judgments need not be viewed as mere rationalizations of 
activity; rather they may be influential factors in history. As a 
subject matter they are not inferior to factual proposition, as by 
implication Dunning insisted. Thus, while in his basic inter¬ 
pretation of the relation of ideas to action, Sabine docs not go 
beyond Dunning, his conception of the nature of the history of po¬ 
litical theory does differ in the emphasis he gives to the role of 
ethical judgments. 

" (1st cd., New York; Henry Holt, 1937). 
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Every political theory, Sabine points out, can be exam¬ 
ined from two points of view: as social philosophy and as ideol- 
ogy.^** In the latter aspect theories stand as psychological 
phenomena and, as such, their truth or falsity is not in question. 
Regardless of their validity or verifiability, theories are beliefs, 
“events in people’s minds and factors in their conduct.” They are, 
therefore, influential events in history. As Sabine writes, “po¬ 
litical theory is itself a product of, or factor in, politics.” For this 
reason, the task of the historian is to determine the extent to 
which the theories have helped to shape the course of history. 

But a theory can be scrutinized for its meaning rather 
than for its impact on human actions. When it is viewed in this 
light, Sabine suggests that it contains two kinds of proposi¬ 
tions: factual and moral. Although we can inquire into the logi¬ 
cal consistency of both kinds, Sabine adopts the conception of 
values traditional to social science and argues that it is possible to 
warrant by evidence only those statements that refer to factual 
conditions. Moral statements cannot be described as either true 
or false. They just are. Values, he states, in complete aware¬ 
ness of his own position, are “always the reaction of human 
preferences to some state of social and physical fact.” Values 
are not deducible from facts; moral laws cannot be rationally dis¬ 
covered either in the actual course of events or in the nature of 
man.2® Nor are they reducible to facts; they are expressions of 
emotions. 

Nevertheless, Sabine holds that since a political theory 
invariably includes some statements of preference, and indeed 
since the exposition of preferences is the occasion for the devel¬ 
opment of a theory, value judgments lie at the heart of a theory 
and are the very reason for its existence. The moral element 

“Ibid. (2nd cd., 1950), p. 704; also G. H. Sabine, “What Is a 
Political Theory.” 

““What Is a Political Theory,” p. 10. 

“G. H. Sabine, “Logic and Social Studies,” p. 170. 

” A History of Political Theory (1st ed.), p. viii. 

“ Ibid., esp. in chapters 29 and 32. 
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seems to him so to color a political theory that he considers the 
latter primarily a moral enterprise. This is why, in spite of the 
obvious factual propositions within a theory, Sabine did not feel 
it anomalous to conclude, in the light of his premises about the 
nature of a value judgment, that “taken as a whole a political 
theory can hardly be said to be true.” 

From Sabine’s careful exposition of the nature of a the¬ 
ory, the tasks of a history of political theory become quite clear. 
In such a study we ought to isolate the influence of a theory on 
the actions of men; this is its psychological aspect. We can ana¬ 
lyze the factual statements implicit in any theory and set them 
against the facts as we know them today. In this respect, politi¬ 
cal theory is concerned with empirical truth. This is clear from 
Sabine’s own history of theory in which he feels free to pass 
judgment on the validity of various causal theories and fac¬ 
tual assertions. The history of theory, in this respect, is a stimu¬ 
lus for reflection on the truth of empirically oriented proposi¬ 
tions. 

Sabine is less sanguine, however, about the utility of the 
study of theory for moral reflection. We can and ought to ex¬ 
amine the logic of the statements embodying value judgments 
and comment on their compatibility; we can and ought to reveal 
the full meaning of statements of preference. And yet, while 
the study of theory may help us to make up our minds on the 
validity of causal theories, apparently it is no important part of 
its task to help us to formulate our views on moral matters. 
In this respect the study of theory is reduced to historical nar¬ 
ration. 

If Sabine’s interpretation of the meaning of value judg¬ 
ments had led him to believe that any one man’s moral prefer¬ 
ences was equivalent in worth to another’s, then his reduction of 
moral research to pure history would have been understandable. 
It is true, he calls himself a social relativist.'*® But he does not feel 

" Ibid., p. vii. 

“Ibid., p. viii. 
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it is inconsistent with this position to affirm vigorously the su¬ 
perior value of one moral position.^^ He feels free to offer a forci¬ 
ble defense of his own values. It is undeniable that he believes 
firmly in the reality and meaningfulness of ethical predicates. 

In spite of this deep conviction about the merit of per¬ 
sonal self-expression in the realm of values, historicist precon¬ 
ceptions nevertheless do govern the execution of his history of 
theory. In his work, moral inquiry does not use the history of 
political theory for purposes other than of historical understand¬ 
ing. This historicism becomes quite apparent when we ask 
the question: What can a student of theory learn about the tasks 
of research into value theory from Sabine’s History? He can 
learn how to describe a variety of value systems that have 
emerged in the past and how to inquire into their meaning and 
possible consequences. He can learn about the need to demon¬ 
strate their historical continuity, and perhaps he can indicate 
the path of growth of certain ideas of importance, such as liber¬ 
alism or democracy. He can discover categories for describing 
the social and psychological conditions which influenced the 
growth and form of ideas and contributed to their diffusion and 
perpetuation or decline. In fact, the student would be taught that 
a complete study of political theory must inquire into all these 
problems. But a question would remain: To what end? 

There can be no doubt about the purpose behind the 
clarification of a theorist’s empirical propositions. Here, as we 
saw, the student is permitted and encouraged, by Sabine’s ex¬ 
ample, to pass judgment, where it is relevant, on the empirical 
validity of a part of a theory. But when wc approach values, 
there is little to guide the student of history with regard to what 
he is to Icam from his research that passes beyond a mere report 
of a theorist’s moral speculation. The student may always indi¬ 
cate the presence of logical incompatibilities; the assumption 
is that inconsistency violates good reasoning even where it in- 

Ibid., 2nd cd., p. ix; 740-9; 908-9; and “Beyond Ideology.” 57 
Philosophical Review (1948), 1-26. 
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volves values. It is even possible to argue from what Sabine says 
that the historian of values may evaluate a moral system in terms 
of its acceptability to himself, as long as this judgment is under¬ 
taken consciously and clearly. With Max Weber, Sabine recog¬ 
nizes that although knowledge in any science “is independent 
of moral values . . . such values are [nevertheless] involved in 
its origin and in its use.” However, beyond the description of the 
social conditions molding values, the analysis of their meaning and 
a comparison with his own or other values, the student is never en¬ 
couraged to interpret the study of value theory as the examina¬ 
tion of a process of valuation that may instruct him in the nature 
and problems of this process. The analysis of a theory appears 
to be a prerequisite primarily to an understanding of the theory’s 
place in history, not to its use in helping one formulate his own 
moral outlook. Any help it may give appears to be largely ac¬ 
cidental and incidental. 

I have inquired into the approach of these three truly 
distinguished historians of political theory because there can be 
little doubt that in the United States today they arc representa¬ 
tive of research in this field. Political theorists arc primarily his- 
toricist in their orientation. They do not use the history of values 
as a device to stimulate thought on a possible constructive redefini¬ 
tion of political goals. Their fundamental outlook prevents this. 

In political theory today, if these authors arc representa¬ 
tive, there lurks a conception of values that prevails in social 
science, a misconception as I shall maintain. According to this view, 
all a social scientist can legitimately and significantly say about 
moral propositions is that they have a certain meaning and logical 
coherence and that they are a part of a historical situation to which 
they may contribute something and from which they take their char¬ 
acter. It is true, of course, that Mcllwain, and especially Sabine, 
believe that their interpretation of the nature of moral judg¬ 
ments, which is relativistic, does not stand as a bar to a strong 


““Beyond Ideology,” p. 2. 
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attachment to and affirmation of these judgments, or indeed to 
their elevation as a superior moral frame of reference for all men. 
It is nonetheless apparent that, in the exclusive place they give to 
the historical study of values, they do not feel that moral judgments 
are really worth talking about directly, qua moral judgments. 

The fact is that political theorists have so construed the 
consequences flowing from their conception of values that they 
are forestalled from attempting a radical reconstruction of their 
moral heritage. They are driven to assume that, aside from his¬ 
torical description, their major task in moral matters is to clar¬ 
ify, like extreme semanticists, and not to reconstruct, like imag¬ 
inative moral architects. As I mentioned at the outset of this 
discussion of historicism, these two tasks are not, of course, un¬ 
related; formal clarity and historical perspective are obviously 
prerequisites for any intelligible formulation of views about the 
good political life. But they are not ends in themselves. 

As a result of this preoccupation with historicism in moral 
matters, the study of political theory, as for the most part we 
know it today, is manifestly unsuited for training political sci¬ 
entists in the skills and knowledge of genuine moral clarifica¬ 
tion. Without such clarification, a research worker is unable to 
estimate the full extent to which his moral frame of reference 
might limit and distort his efforts towards the construction of 
systematic theory. To permit exhaustive inquiry into moral pre¬ 
mises, political science is compelled to revise its approach to value 
theory and to set as one of its central objectives the study of 
moral problems as such, and not their history largely for the 
sake of narration. 


5. The Source of Decline 

To this point, the objective of the discussion about the 
moral premises of research has been, first, to show that knowl¬ 
edge of these premises is vital to any empirically oriented re- 
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search, especially with respect to the construction of systematic 
theory; and second, to indicate that today political theory, which 
in political science assumes responsibility for research in moral 
matters, has in fact failed to help research workcis in achieving 
a full understanding of their moral frame of reference. Effective 
moral clarification requires a constructive rather than a histori- 
cist approach to values. 

We must now look for a moment at some of the reasons 
for the decline of theory and research into historicism. These need 
to be stated, for they indicate the path that research in value 
theory might well follow if it is to prove useful in helping re¬ 
search workers to understand their moral frames of reference. 
Since the reasons go beyond the circumstances particular to 
the United States, they must be viewed in the context of value 
theory in the Western world. My theme will be that moral 
historicism, of the kind described here, has emerged from three 
sources: the proneness of political scientists, for broader social 
reasons, to conform to the moral presuppositions of their own 
age; the general misconstruction of the consequences of a rela¬ 
tivistic interpretation of values; and finally, the very historical 
epoch, stretching back a century, out of which we are just now 
passing. 

Most students of political theory today accept, as given, 
the moral premises of Western civilization. The assumption is 
that they must be considered eternally right. For this reason, 
when we insist upon a research worker revealing his values, we 
need only ask him to clarify, avow, or affirm them. The task is 
simple because there does not appear to be any real conflict 
over what is desirable in the long run. Presumably research work¬ 
ers agree on ultimates even if they may disagree violently about 
means. Whether this is genuinely true could not be determined, 
of course, without closer examination; but the feeling that it is 
true has important consequences for the role of research into 
value theory. It inhibits students of moral theory from making 
a radical exploration into their values. Such an inquiry would 



256 / The Political System 

demand the assumption that something new can be said about 
what is desirable and that the prevailing moral theories are not 
necessarily the last word. It may be that they are, but only by 
beginning with the contrary assumption could a theorist hope 
to prove to himself that no other alternative is more acceptable. 

This tendency toward moral conformity is both a symp¬ 
tom of and a cause contributing to the lack of a constructive 
approach; therefore it prevents the very kind of inquiry neces¬ 
sary for a thorough understanding of the values underlying re¬ 
search. By indicating that a student can discover his values 
merely by postulating or clarifying them through avowal or aflir- 
mation, political science thereby places its imprimatur on the 
going values. To avow or affirm implies that a research worker 
knows what he wants to express or that what he wants can be 
easily uncovered. We do not ask mathematicians to avow a solu¬ 
tion to a problem; we merely require them to avow their axioms, 
a less difficult task. Where there is a problem, we ask them to 
flunk out or worry about a solution. 

Value clarification is normally placed at the same level 
as a declaration of axioms. The assumption is that it is a rela¬ 
tively simple task to uncover and make known one’s preferences; 
hence a research worker does not need to worry through this 
problem. And a significant reason for this assumption is found in 
the prevalence of a feeling that values are well-known. But when we 
ask just what values are well-known we see that normally they 
must be the commonly accepted ones. Because we are very familiar 
with them, we feel we know their meaning well and no longer 
need bother to explore them in depth. The exhortation, there¬ 
fore, that a research worker need only avow his preferences, in 
effect makes the assumption that he need not go beyond the ac¬ 
cepted values of the day. 

Since political science is thus operating on the assump¬ 
tion that it needs only to avow what it knows, the problem that 
remains to challenge it is not inquiry into the merit, that is, 
acceptability, of these moral goals, but at most an examination 
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of their origins, development, and social impact. There seem to 
be few operations political theory can perform on moral views 
except to explore their apparent meaning and to trace their his¬ 
tory. The irony of this procedure, however, lies in the fact that 
through it political research is rapidly caught up in a vicious 
circle. Once it traces the history of moral ideals, the fact that 
they have a long and respected ancestry associates them with all 
the glamor and sanctity of tradition. And although in general 
history we have long ago given up the idea that the world in¬ 
evitably progresses from worse to better, in the realm of moral 
history we still feel that our moral premises have been enriched 
over the ages. What we believe today appears to have moral 
worth exceeding that of most earlier ages. History, therefore, 
reinforces the tendency in political research to conform to cur¬ 
rent moral ideals, and conformity, in turn, leads political science 
to history as the only approach useful in moral research. 

We have numerous examples today of this appeal to his¬ 
tory that well illustrate how this predilection in political re¬ 
search for adopting the going values ultimately converts moral 
clarification into a study of historical roots. This approach to 
history differs in its purposes from the three modes of historicism 
which we have discussed earlier, although even in the work of 
those political theorists, the present kind of outlook towards his¬ 
tory is present in varying degrees. 

The history stemming from conformity begins with the 
deliberate choice of contemporary values and then seeks to un¬ 
derstand their meaning more fully by examining their growth 
through a special tradition, such as the Machiavellian in some 
few cases, or the liberal and democratic in most. It uses history to 
illuminate the meaning and to establish the worth of contemporary 
moral postulates, whereas other historians of political ideas em¬ 
phasize the objective description of growth. In effect, the first kind 
of approach to political theory assumes, in Burke’s traditionalistic 
vein, that the political values which have evolved through trial and 
error of a civilization over the centuries have thereby acquired a 
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sanctity and truth which no re-analysis can fundamentally impair or 
radically modify. 

A recent work by A. D. Lindsay, The Modern Demo¬ 
cratic State?^ well represents this approach. Although this ex¬ 
ample is not drawn from an American work, nevertheless for 
two reasons it is permissible and desirable to turn to it as rep¬ 
resentative. First, it is well-known and used in the study of po¬ 
litical theory in the United States; and second, it provides a 
mature and self-conscious use of the method and for this reason 
lends itself to a less complicated and briefer analysis. 

In the very first chapter of The Modern Democratic State, 
Lindsay clearly demonstrates that he uses history to place the 
stamp of approval on his interpretations of conventional values 
in a democratic society. In this chapter he maintains that at his 
best the theorist must confine himself to an attempt to under¬ 
stand the “operative ideals”®^ which have proved effective in 
determining men’s political relations. From this starting point, 
the subject matter of theory consists of the beliefs and purposes 
which actually operate at any time to help determine men’s re¬ 
lations to the law, to authority, and to the kind of political organ¬ 
izations they establish.3® Since these ideals, he holds, differ 
with each time and place, the task of a student of theory is to 
decide upon the culture he wishes to study, to identify the oper¬ 
ative ideals, to make these “explicit” so that men will “under¬ 
stand what their purposes and will regarding the state actually 
are”; finally, the student must discuss “how this type of state 
[and ideals] came into being.” 

Lindsay is, therefore, exceptionally clear about his inten¬ 
tions and about the place of political theory as an area of re¬ 
search. He does not intend to inquire into a theory of a good 

” (New York: Oxford University Press, 1943). 

“ Ibid., pp. 37-8. 

* Ibid., p. 47. 

“ Ibid., p. 47. 

" Ibid. 

"Ibid., p. 51. 
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political system that may serve succeeding generations as well 
as our own; as the title of his work indicates, he intends to re¬ 
strict himself to modern democratic ideas. After clarifying them 
and as part of the process of making them explicit, he will trace 
their historical development. “This volume,” he writes, “is not 
about a general ideal called democracy but an historical type 
called the modem democratic state. . . .”3® He therefore de¬ 
votes himself to the explanation of what he conceives to be the 
true meaning of contemporary ideals, in terms of which men 
seem to act, as they have been handed down and modified through 
the centuries. 

In the execution of this work he is forced, of course, to 
interpret contemporary democratic ideas, since there is no clear 
unanimity about their content and meaning. Furthermore, in 
no more than half of his book docs he really adhere to his initial 
commitment; instead, he attempts in limited measure to redefine 
democratic premises. But in terms of his avowed approach, which 
describes accurately an important rationale of contemporary his¬ 
torical research into theory, the reformulation must be considered 
secondary and incidental to his main purpose: the attempt to 
present a historical understanding of what we seem to cherish 
today. 

This essentially uncritical commitment to prevailing val¬ 
ues as necessarily the most acceptable to the present and im¬ 
mediately succeeding generations, while a distinct source of current 
historicist tendencies, has strengthened the hold of tradition. 
It aborts any attempt on the part of students of theory to 
think in terms of new formulations of their moral goals. No one 
could argue that historical research is solely to blame for the lack 
of what, to parody Robert Lynd, might be called outrageous 
moral hypotheses.'*® But since research into moral theory pre¬ 
sumably could give intellectual leadership here, the failure of 

"Ibid., p. 1. 

" R. S. Lynd, Knowledge for What? (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1939). 
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political theory to do so must leave theory with a share of the 
blame for an almost casual resignation to our moral traditions. 

Conformity in moral theory has been the more easily ac¬ 
cepted because of a widespread misconstruction of the conse¬ 
quences that flow from the usual relativistic view of values 
adopted by social scientists. This relativism constitutes a second 
factor contributing to the current preoccupation of theory with 
history. 

In the long span of time, ranging from its birth in ancient 
Greece to the middle of the nineteenth century, ending perhaps 
with Hegel and Marx, political theory was more than a mere 
offshoot of political history. As we have had occasion to observe 
repeatedly, in that long epoch, political inquiry, which in retro¬ 
spect we misname political theory,^^ began and adhered to an 
elemental question for which people, as laymen, have always 
sought an answer; namely, what criteria ought one to use in 
evaluating the variety of social programs offered by groups com¬ 
peting for political power? As we saw in Chapters 4 and 5, the 
resulting concern of political science with social policy led to 
innumerable questions. But in the whole field of political science, 
contemporary political theory has undertaken, as part of its task, 
to engage in research into standards within the framework of which 
practical policy might be established. 

As long as men thought it possible to arrive at some moral 
standards in terms of which a future political system could be 
conceived, there was sufficient incentive for a constructive ex¬ 
amination of past moral ideas. But once the conclusion was 
drawn in the nineteenth century that all values are the expres¬ 
sion of individual or group preferences and that these prefer¬ 
ences, in turn, reflect the life-experience of the individual or 
group, then the impetus for the constructive study of values dis¬ 
appeared. If values are only the expressions of sentiments, then 
there seemed to be no ground upon which a person or an age 
could argue for the superiority of his or its moral views. Varying 


“ See below, chapter 12. 
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preferences were construed to be neither better nor worse than 
others, simply equal in moral worth. Social scientist A could say 
to his colleague B that his, A’s, preferences were just as good as 
those of B; if B was a relativist, it appeared that he had no 
grounds for denying this. However strongly he might believe 
in his own moral position, there was no rational evidence that 
he could present to demonstrate that A’s views were inferior. At 
most he could say only that his moral views differed. If no one 
preference could be proved to be better than another, then it 
seemed, if not a waste of time, at least a purely aesthetic and, 
therefore, politically meaningless task for scholars to devote them¬ 
selves to the constructive elaboration of value systems. 

This interpretation and conclusion, as I shall try to show 
in a moment, was quite incorrect and misleading. The adoption 
of a correct conception of moral relativism need not in itself 
have led to the decline of the critical appraisal of values. Yet, 
however illogical this conclusion was, since its truth was ac¬ 
cepted, its effect was to turn political theorists to a study of the 
source, origin, and historical importance of moral ideas as the 
most meaningful way of dealing with them. The hitherto con¬ 
structive functions of theory promptly evaporated. 

This belief in the ultimate equal worth of all moral views 
is the product, however, not of logic, but of preference itself. To say 
that a moral position is relativistic need not mean more than that it 
stems from the life-experiences of an individual and that by 
factual evidence no one value can be proved to be superior to 
another. To borrow Mannheim’s term, it means that a preference 
is relational; it relates to the social conditions in which it 
appears. The vital fact about this meaning of relativism is that 
the description of the conditions surrounding the emergence of 
moral preference does not by itself necessarily imply any opinion 
about the merit or demerit of these preferences. It docs not 
demonstrate values to be either equal or unequal in worth. It 
merely indicates that they are equal in their origins, in the 

** K. Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia, p. 70. 
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sense that they are each a product of historical circumstances. 
If we wished, we could of course compare them with regard to 
other qualities such as their moral worth. This would however 
be a separate and independent task. To do so we would need 
first to establish an acceptable moral standard in terms of which 
varying preferences could be compared. But barring agreement 
on such a standard, two differing value judgments can be said 
to be neither better nor worse when each stands by the side of 
the other. They just differ and are incommensurable until some 
third standard of comparison is adopted. 

Let us assume, for example, that we know clearly what 
we mean when we talk about the desirability of freedom and of 
security. We can talk about the relativism of these moral prefer¬ 
ences. When we say they are relative, we need only mean that 
we happen to accept them as desirable and that this acceptance 
can be explained in terms of our response to the historical cir¬ 
cumstances in which we live. If we were to argue, however, that 
in terms of their varying life-experiences, one person considers 
freedom preferable and another person, security, and, therefore, 
that each statement of preference is equal in worth to the other, 
such an argument would carry us beyond the bounds of good 
reasoning. The mere fact that each expression of a preference 
is equally relative to circumstances docs not in itself mean that 
we must necessarily conclude that they are equally valuable. 
Whether freedom is considered superior, inferior, or equal in 
moral worth to security depends obviously upon some prior moral 
standard or preference in terms of which these two preferences 
are themselves evaluated. The relativism of freedom and security 
implies no statement about the merits of these two goals. The 
position which holds that because preferences are relative, they 
are by virtue of that fact of equal value is itself an evaluation 
and I shall call it equalistic relativism. Equalistic relativism is a 
moral position; it argues that because no value judgment can be 
proved superior, all values must be treated as equally good. Moral 
relativism, or properly, relationism, is a statement of fact; it sim- 
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ply declares that all value judgments are responses to historical 
conditions. 

Yet, however untenable the conclusion of equalistic rela¬ 
tivism, it has been implicit in most social science; as I have al¬ 
ready suggested, this invalid interpretation succeeded in con¬ 
verting the study of moral ideas into the history of these ideas. 
Without identifying equalistic relativism by name, we have al¬ 
ready witnessed its impact on political theory, as for example, 
in the work of Mcllwain and Sabine. There its influence was 
indirect but nonetheless present. Although, as we saw, Sabine 
and Mcllwain verbally would reject the idea of equalistic rela¬ 
tivism, in the execution of their work they are unable to escape 
its consequences, so prevalent is this outlook in our age. A moral 
problem for them is therefore primarily one of historical descrip¬ 
tion, not of constructive inquiry. 

The preoccupation of theory with the history of values 
can be traced, finally, to a third source, the very historical con¬ 
ditions out of which it has emerged. The ultimate reason for the 
deliquescence of the hitherto constructive functions of theory 
can be attributed to the historical circumstances of the last hun¬ 
dred years. With the recent change in these conditions, any his¬ 
torical justification for the refusal publicly to re-evaluate moral 
frameworks must now be considered destroyed. 

In the latter half of the nineteenth and in the early twentieth 
centuries, there was undoubtedly sufficient agreement in western 
Europe for the indifference to value reformulation to have little im¬ 
portant meaning in every-day political affairs. There were no deep 
cleavages in ethical opinion that could so sharply divide antagonis¬ 
tic groups as to require a choice among fundamentally irreconcila¬ 
ble and competing values. Since there was this greater unity in 
moral outlook than we know today, it did not seem inconsistent 
or neglectful for contemporary and later value theorists to devote 
their energies largely to the history of moral ideas. Since men did 
not feel that these ideas could be fundamentally disputed, there 
was little left to do but to explore their history. 
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With the growth of fascism, however, at the end of the 
First World War and the subsequent spread of totalitarian¬ 
ism in the West, the fact that Nietzsche had foreseen decades 
earlier, and which is now popularized through social anthropol¬ 
ogy, namely, that men can act on the basis of widely divergent 
ethical standards, has become all to apparent. And this realization 
that the Western moral heritage, however we may describe it, is not 
universally or eternally acceptable must gradually lead to a recon¬ 
sideration of the need, not only to analyze and describe histor¬ 
ically but also to question prevailing political values and their 
institutional implications. The fact is that, unlike the nineteenth 
century, we do feel the need for some conscious guidance for our 
conduct in practical matters. In our period of conflicting value 
patterns, reinforced by almost irreconcilable power relations, 
the mere adoption of the values of our ancestors begins to pall 
unless they are seriously subjected, before acceptance, to critical 
analysis and imaginative reconstruction. In its approach to moral 
problems, however, theory still operates on the assumptions of 
the nineteenth century; hence it is reluctant to abandon its his¬ 
torical orientation. 

These are a few of the more important reasons for the 
decline in the study of theory today as compared with its earlier 
days. While helping to explain the source of captivation with 
historicist research today, at the same time these reasons do sug¬ 
gest part of the remedy if research workers are to receive the 
training necessary for genuine moral self-clarification. There 
can be little doubt that research workers need to be sharply aware 
of the historical position in which they now find themselves. 
Mere avowal or affirmation of preferences was satisfactory for an 
earlier period when ultimate moral assumptions appeared to be 
clear and settled. Conformity to prevailing values involved fewer 
dangers than it does today. Research workers could even afford 
the luxury of misconstruing the nature of moral relativism to 
mean moral indifference. Social purposes had not been substan¬ 
tially and profoundly challenged. Now, however, if purposes 
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are to receive full clarification, historical perspective itself opens 
our mind to the need for a deeper kind of moral inquiry, one 
that is freed from commitment to prevailing values just because 
of their prevalence or to relativism as a moral position rather 
than as a descriptive concept. 

The discussion in this and the prior chapter has therefore 
sought to show that research into empirical theory must be in¬ 
adequate unless it is undertaken with a full awareness on the 
part of the research worker of his own moral premises. These 
premises are not easy to identify. Special competence is required 
for this purpose. We might have assumed that training for this 
competence was available in political (value) theory, but ex¬ 
amination of the contemporary historicist approach indicates 
the deficiency of theory in this respect. Political theory is no 
longer able to aid political scientists in going beyond a formal 
clarification of their values. The very needs of work in systematic 
theory, therefore, demand the rejuvenation of political theory. 
Without the knowledge of how to go about clarifying their 
moral premises through a constructive approach, political scien¬ 
tists can scarcely expect to be able to acquire the competence 
necessary to detect the influence of moral views on their re¬ 
search in systematic theory. 



Chapter 



Critique of a General Political Theory 


In order to understand the organic laws of a 
political system, it is necessary to examine 
it as a whole, and seek to discover not only 
the true functions of each part, but also its 
influence upon every other part, and its 
relation to the equilibrium of the complete 
organism. 

A. Lawrence Lowell 


Our attention in the last two chapters to the relation of 
values to a theoretical framework brings to a close our discussion 
of specific areas of research to which an interest in the develop¬ 
ment of systematic theory might initially lead. Numerous other 
problems would, of course, require exploration. My objective in 
this work, however, is only to draw attention to the need for 
theoretical research and to broach some of the more important 
issues. In this chapter I shall foresake the pattern of inquiring 
into specific problems and turn to a general appraisal of one 
systematic theory which can be detected in recent empirical re-^ 
search. We shall discuss, not what I might consider to be a new 
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and useful theoretical framework—a problem beyond the limits 
of this work—but instead, the extent to which an existing one 
merits conscious adoption or continued use. 

Although in the last half-century American political sci¬ 
ence has wandered among the facts of political life, it has not 
entirely lost sight of its horizons. Here and there in the literature 
over the years some interest has arisen in formulating a body of 
theory to guide empirical research. The mind is prone to search 
for uniformities as the most economical way to organize the body 
for action, and the collective mind of political scientists is no 
exception. If the pieces of interest in theory are accumulated 
and assembled, like the surprising coherence in the kaleidoscope, 
they fit together into a theoretical pattern. The pattern emerges, 
however, less by design than by accident. Its form is the theory 
of political equilibrium, the only discernible suggestion of a 
theoretical framework on the broad horizon of empirical re¬ 
search. 

In calling the idea of a political equilibrium a theory, 
I am ascribing to it greater pretensions than it actually possesses. 
It is used more to describe the results of political activity than to 
represent a central concept in a mode of analysis. It is so per¬ 
vasive, however, and, in spite of the modest claims made on its be¬ 
half, it has so many theoretical implications, that by treating it 
as the key concept of a broader theory rather than as an adjective 
applying to a condition of the political system or as an isolated 
analytical device, we can see its vital, even though latent, mean¬ 
ing for political research. 

At the outset we must distinguish two different senses in 
which the idea of an equilibrium is used: first, as a mode of 
analysis, implicit in a substantive conclusion, for understanding 
the process within a political system; second, as a description of 
the kind of mutual restraint obtaining among various power 
groups usually associated with a constitutional political system. 
In the second sense, it is sometimes used objectively to describe 
a system composed of power elements that limit each other. But 
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often it is used to depict a condition an author would like to see 
come into existence, and therefore it has a pronounced value 
orientation. We shall call the two major senses in which the 
term is used the general equilibrium and the constitutional equi¬ 
librium respectively. To be able to understand the role and utility 
of the concept as a possible framework for research, we must 
distinguish between these two meanings. Let us turn first to the 
idea of a general equilibrium since through it, if at all, a frame¬ 
work might conceivably emerge. 


1. Meaning of General Equilibrium^ 


As we would suspect from our knowledge of research into 
the political process, the concept of equilibrium regularly occurs 
when the idea of process is uppermost in an empirical investiga¬ 
tion. There is a reason for this close relationship. At the mini¬ 
mum, the concept of equilibrium in the present sense conveys 
two ideas: first, that all the elements or variables in a political 
system arc functionally interdependent; and second, that they 
will tend to act and react on each other to a point where a state 
of stability, if even for a moment, obtains. 

* For suggestive discussion of the use of this concept in the various 
social sciences see: G. J. Stigler, The Theory of Price (New York: Mac¬ 
millan, 1946); P. Sorokin, Contemporary Socioloftical Theories (New York: 
Harper, 1928), chapter 1 and Social and Cultural Dynamics (Chicago: 
American Book Company, 1941) 4 vols., Vol. IV, chapter 14; J. I.. Hender¬ 
son, Pareto's General Sociology (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1935); J. A. Schumpeter, Business Cycles (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1939), 
esp. chapter 2; V. Pareto, Mind and Society (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 
1935) 4 vols., Vol. IV, esp. chapter 4; G. Myrdal, An American Dilemma 
(New York: Harper, 1944), appendix 3. For discussion directed to political 
science sec M. A. Ash, “An Analysis of Power, with Special Reference to 
International Politics,” 3 World Politics (1951), 218-37; D. Black, “The 
Rationale of Group Decision-Making,” 56 Journal of Political Economy 
(1948), 23-34, “The Decisions of a Committee Using a Special Majority,” 16 
Econometrica (1948), 245-61, and “The Unity of Political and Economic 
Science,” 60 Economic Journal (1950), 506-14; H. Simon, Administrative 
Behavior, chapter 6; C. I. Barnard, The Functions of the Executive (Cam¬ 
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1940), ad hoc. 
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The first of these ideas is clearly fused with the meaning 
of political process. The very notion of process implies that there 
are a variety of elements interacting with one another to produce 
the changing states of the political system. Interest groups, par¬ 
ties, legislatures, relevant publics, international pressures, and 
the like are kinds of political activity which interact to shape the 
condition and policies of a political system. This is just a con¬ 
crete way of saying that all parts of the political process depend 
upon all other parts, and collectively they all determine the 
state of the political system in the same way that celestial bodies 
help to determine one another’s position and the general con¬ 
figuration of the universe. 

The popularity of these ideas of process and mutual in¬ 
terdependence can be traced back in political thought to the 
growth of pluralism. They reflect a form of empirical pluralism 
which corresponds to the emergence of ethical pluralism in po¬ 
litical philosophy. Modem ethical pluralism appeared at the turn 
of the present century with the increasing recognition of the 
multiplicity of social forces, especially groups, contributing to 
the condition of society, and specifically in politics, to the for¬ 
mulation and execution of authoritative policy. In contrast to 
ethical pluralism, which speculated on the variety of political 
systems that became possible once the moral value of group 
life was acknowledged, empirical pluralism is practically coter¬ 
minous with the notion of process. It leads on the descriptive 
level to the recognition of the multiplicity of causes, especially 
of a group nature, that influence social policy. In con¬ 
trast to a tendency in the nineteenth century to view social cau¬ 
sation in terms of single factors, the process approach sought out 
the variety of mutually dependent factors underlying the dis¬ 
tribution of power and its relation to the authoritative allocation 
of values. Almost ineluctably the need appeared for a concept to 
link this idea of interdependence to a mode of analysis that would 
permit students to relate simultaneously varying elements to 
the state of the political system at any given time. Thus, once 
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the notion of process with its pluralist causal assumptions crept 
into practical research, it was easy for the idea of equilibrium, 
already familiar to economics and sociology, to filter in as well. 

The idea of a general equilibrium has a logic of its own, 
however. Its adoption could not help committing political science 
to the corollary that the interdependence can best be understood 
as a system in which the interacting parts tend to come to rest. 
This is the second idea implicit in the notion of equilibrium. 
It suggests that because the parts of a system vary simultaneously, 
that is, determine each other and the whole complex of relations 
among themselves, there will be a tendency for these relation¬ 
ships to maintain themselves in the face of any force that seeks 
to upset them. There is always a tendency to maintain the given 
equilibrium. Without this additional idea of maintenance of the 
equilibrium there would have been little point in adopting the 
concept of equilibrium except as a more elaborate synonym for 
the idea of process. 

This association of process analysis and equilibrium the¬ 
ory is apparent at an early date, as their appearance in Bentley’s 
Process of Government testifies. Bentley leans as heavily on the 
idea of equilibrium as he does on process. For him the political 
process is synonymous with “the equilibration of interests, the 
balancing of groups.” ^ Although he uses the term equilib¬ 
rium only occasionally, he turns to numerous other terms to ex¬ 
press the same idea. Society consists of a multiplicity of groups 
which are always jostling one another to establish a “balance” or 
“adjustment,” his two favorite terms. The fact that he feels free 
to speak of the process as one of equilibration, an alternative ex¬ 
pression to the balancing or adjusting of group interests, indi¬ 
cates that in his own mind these are all identical ideas.^ 

In turning to the idea of an equilibrium Bentley adopted 
a framework that quite unobtrusively has come to embrace most 

•A. F. Bentley, op. cit., p. 274. 

*Ibid. For frequent use of these terms see especially chapters 10, 
14. and 20. 



Critique of a General Political Theory / 271 

political research. He urged that students begin to consider the 
manifold political activities as constituting an interacting process. 
But he went beyond this simple idea of interaction. In describ¬ 
ing it as an equilibrating process, unless the term was simply 
redundant, he was implying, first, that the process tends to 
maintain itself in a system; that is, there is a natural coherence 
or relatedness among the parts of the process. The activity 
hangs together because it all relates to “political phenomena,”^ 
a phrase of Bentley’s. Second, he was suggesting that the law 
and governmental institutions, or the formal expression of policy 
and the high level agencies forming this policy, were all inter¬ 
twined with underlying groups in a complex reactive system that 
constantly tended towards a moment of balance or equilibrium. 
For Bentley the task of political science, therefore, became one 
of discovering just how this equilibrating tendency came into 
existence, took its form, and changed over time. He sought the 
answers by turning to group activity. 

It would have been instructive to witness the way in 
which Bentley himself would have applied his equilibrium 
framework to the details of political research. He relieved him¬ 
self of this obligation, however, by specifying in a footnote 
(where he expresses his intention more clearly than in the main 
body of the text) that he was interested not in stating a sub¬ 
stantive theory but in advancing a mode of analysis.® Through 
the use of it he hoped that others would be able to explain or 
understand how the balancing process functioned. This is why 
he failed to elaborate in anything but the most casual detail the 
implications of the mode of analysis suggested by the concept 
of equilibrium. What he took for granted as almost self- 
explanatory subsequent political science has accepted with equal 
nonchalance. One is tempted to say that because of the lack of a 
serious challenge of Bentley’s conceptual premises in this regard, 

* Ibid., p. 259. 

®Ibid., p. 263, fn. 1, where he says that the object of his book is 
“to illustrate the possibilities of the application of a particular manner of 
statement [mode of analysis] or scientific method to the material.” 
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political science lost the chance to open up the whole problem of 
the merit of an underlying scheme of analysis. 

As I have said before, until quite recently Bentley has 
been almost entirely neglected. Nevertheless, his writing is of 
significance not only because it has come belatedly to exercise 
a growing influence upon the outlook of political scientists but 
also because in it Bentley was able to anticipate a main frame¬ 
work of research subsequent to his own day. He reacted earlier 
and more sensitively than others to those pluralist influences 
impinging on political research that led it in later years to absorb 
the idea of equilibrium as a nuclear analytic concept. 

A reading of significant empirical literature in the United 
States since the First World War reveals the astonishing extent 
to which the equilibrium notion has been adopted. It appears so 
frequently that it is amazing that theoreticians in political sci¬ 
ence have neglected to distill the thoughts on the subject for 
special attention. A few quotations here will suffice to illustrate 
how frequently and naturally the notion is used in political re¬ 
search, with seldom a pause to inquire deeply into its implica¬ 
tions and utility. Indeed, penetration into the concept normally 
seems unnecessary because it is so acceptable to both reader 
and author alike as an obvious image of the political process. The 
clarity of this analogy is of course totally deceptive, but we shall 
come to that in a moment. 

One author writes of the “notion of politics as the rela¬ 
tionships between governor and governed, or as the pattern of 
balance or equilibrium between groups of diverse interests strug¬ 
gling for ascendency. . . Another, in summing up the in¬ 
fluence of social groups on governmental institutions, concludes 
that “in any case, all groups, whether they realize their objec¬ 
tives or not, play a part in making the existing political equilib¬ 
rium what it is.” Still another says that “the functional situation 

•V. O. Key, op. cit., p. 5. 

* H. L. Childs, ''Pressure Groups and Propaganda,'* in E. B. Logan, 
op. cit., p. 208. 
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out of which the political arises is . . . the need for some form 
of equilibrium, adjustment, modus vivendi between the various 
groups and individuals of the community.” * The concept has 
gained such wide acceptability that in a text noted for the ad¬ 
vanced theoretical level of its approach the discussion of the 
separation of powers is imbedded in a broad equilibrium frame¬ 
work. “If we consider the history of the institutional develop¬ 
ment of divided powers,” the author writes, “it is very clear that 
such division has facilitated the maintenance of an equilibrium 
between various rival groups and claims, not a stable equilib¬ 
rium, but a moving one which continuously adjusts itself to the 
shifting balance of these groups as they evolve.” ® 

The idea is used in describing not only the general con¬ 
figuration of the political system but also special aspects of 
the political process. As another author notes: “Observation dis¬ 
closes a succession of Congressional sessions and chief executives 
different in personal characteristics and in surrounding circum¬ 
stances. The equipoise [read equilibrium] noted in any moment 
of time is the instant product of the interaction of the variable 
characteristics of the forces in conflict.” The prevailing tone 
of the whole book in which this statement appears also embodies 
the notion of equilibrium. It insists that public policy in a de¬ 
mocracy is the product of an adjustment among conflicting in¬ 
terests. By leaving open more than one path of access to govern¬ 
ment, the separation of powers allows interests to choose the best 
medium to express themselves. It has proved to be a valuable 

*C. E. Merriam, Political Power, p. 21. 

“C. J. Friedrich, Constitutional Government and Democracy (1950 
ed.. New York; Ginn), p. 186. See also the deliberate use of the concept 
in the analysis of formal political organizati*ms and other institutional 
patterns by H. Simon, D. Smithburg, and V. Thompson, op. cit., csp. 
chapter 18; D. Truman, op. cit., pp. 26-32. And see its use with regard to 
other data by M. Fainsod, op. cit., csp. pp. 297-9; R. C. Spencer, “Signifi¬ 
cance of a Functional Approach in the Introductory Course,” 22 American 
Political Science Review (1928), 954-66, esp. pp. 962-4; A. L. Lowell, 
Essays on Government, pp. 3-4; R. Hildreth, Theory of Politics (New York: 
Harper, 1854). 

P. Herring, Presidential Leadership, p. 7. 
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mechanism for bringing about the necessary balance or equilib¬ 
rium among antagonistic social groups. 

I have cited here only a few illustrations of the use of 
this idea. To say the least, it would be revealing, if not startling, 
to review in some detail all outstanding political research in the 
last half-century or more; throughout the idea of equilibrium 
constantly emerges either in direct use of the term itself or as an 
inarticulate premise. 


2. General Equilibrium as Descriptive Conclusion 

Wc can now turn to an examination of the possibilities 
for developing the general equilibrium concept into a full-fledged 
conceptual framework for political research, as it is, for example, in 
economics. The opening step in such an analysis is to find out just 
what is meant in the literature when a writer talks about the com¬ 
peting groups in the political process reaching an adjustment, ac¬ 
commodation, balance, equilibrium, or the like. Although I shall ex¬ 
amine them later, we can assume for the moment the synonymity 
of the terms. 

Singling out the concept of equilibrium as representative, 
we find that the literature differs considerably in its use of the 
term. Two recurring descriptions of a general equilibrium do 
appear however. One defines it as an actual condition that occurs 
at some moment in time; the other describes it as an equilibrating 
or balancing tendency, a potentiality which never works itself 
out to the point of equilibrium. Let us look at each of these. 

The first meaning is usually implied in the ordinary day- 
to-day use of the term outside technical works. It leaves the im¬ 
pression that activities which arc functionally interrelated act 
and react until they ultimately reach a condition wherein no 
actor is willing to change his position in relation to the others. 
This need not be a condition of absolute rest or lack of motion; 
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interaction among the competing actors continues. This condi¬ 
tion parallels the hypothetical situation in mechanics when a 
ball, although in motion, is said to be in equilibrium as long as 
it is moving at a constant rate on a straight line without stop- 
ping. 

A clear-cut example of this meaning appears in George 
Gatlin’s A Study of the Principles of Politics, Unfortunately, to 
this day this work has had only a peripheral effect on the move¬ 
ment of American political science. It stands as a lonely structure 
which no one has sought to remodel or embellish. The structure, 
is, however, well worth examining closely since it accurately mir¬ 
rors the conventions of its day; unerringly Gatlin caught the un¬ 
obtrusive spirit of American political science. The apparent 
opacity of his work is due to the fact that he tried to carry some 
latent tendencies in the discipline to the logical extreme. This 
is true, for example, in his identification of situational data, al¬ 
though the formulations in his whole work have left his remarks 
quite inaccessible except to the initiated or extremely patient 
reader; it is true also in his search for an intrinsically rather than 
superficially homogeneous subject matter for political research. 
Similarly, the fact that the concept of general equilibrium per¬ 
vades his work shows how close he was to the basic currents of 
thought in empirical research. 

Gatlin deliberately uses the idea of equilibrium to mean 
a condition of rest. He finds that the essential homogeneity of 
political relations lies in the fact that each person in society, and 
each group, seeks to assert his or its will over others through con¬ 
trol or power over them. But sociality or the need to live together 
with others is as fundamental as individual assertiveness. The 
result is that the political process consists of the means and paths 
whereby these conflicting wills are brought into some sort of con¬ 
sensus, harmony, balance, or equilibrium, terms which Gatlin 
indiscriminately uses as synonyms. Each person or group seeks 
to assert its control over others; the primary object of all political 
relations is to procure “some personal adjustment of the will of 
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another man to my will.” Ultimately a point is reached where 
it is to the “balance of advantage” of each participant to call 
a halt. This is the point of equilibrium. At this point no one 
considers it to his advantage to change the existing relations or 
patterns of interaction. 

It is apparent here that by the concept of equilibrium 
Catlin is suggesting an actual state of relations which exists at 
any moment in time. From whatever aspect we look at the po¬ 
litical process, whether at a partial phenomenon or at the process 
as a whole, each picture is the product of an equilibrium. When 
human beings co-operate, for example, they do so because 
temporarily their wills run parallel and a “stabilized harmony 
of wills” ensues. When one group dominates another, there 
too is an equilibrium, although in Gatlin’s opinion a less durable 
one. The equilibriums so established also give birth to political 
conventions, the law, and even the political structure. “The tra¬ 
ditional structure, institutional and conventional, [is] built up 
by wills and [takes] shape as a network of related wills in equi¬ 
librium.” It is clear that Catlin considers the political rela¬ 
tions existing at any moment in a political system to be the prod¬ 
uct of an equilibrium among a number of competing wills, 
individual or group. 

Superficially, the use of equilibrium here to describe the 
state of the political system seems replete with insight. Men do 
struggle for power in our society and yet utter chaos is not the 
rule. Some sort of “equilibrium” must prevail, and presumably 
the task of political scientists ought to be to explain the process 
by which this is achieved and the particular pattern that it takes. 
In effect, what empirical research was unconsciously doing in 
bits and pieces, Catlin was seeking to do consistently and co¬ 
herently at a high level of abstraction and generality. Closer in- 

"G. E. G. Catlin, A Study of the Principles of Politics, p. 71. 

>Mbid., p. 165. 

«Ibid., p. 69. 

‘‘ Ibid., p. 232. 
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spection of the concept, however, raises certain questions that 
undermine its apparent utility. 

In the first place, Catlin uses the notion of equilibrium 
with a meaning that is not inherent in it, although because of 
the casual use of the equilibrium idea in political science it often 
appears with his meaning. His interpretation of every moment 
and aspect of the political process as the point of rest of mu¬ 
tually dependent variables leads one to ask when the political 
system is ever out of equilibrium. Since the term docs not dis¬ 
criminate between moments of disequilibrium and those of equi¬ 
librium, it is too undifferentiated. Indeed, the work of others, 
such as Bentley, shows that it is possible to interpret the po¬ 
litical process in the antithetical sense as a constant movement 
in disequilibrium. Catlin seems in fact to contradict himself. Cer¬ 
tainly if he can say that any set of political relations arc the 
product of an adjustment of wills at the time, then if these re¬ 
lations change, as they must, at some point the equilibrium 
must be disturbed; the old equilibrium is therefore destroyed 
to make way for the new one, however little the latter may differ 
from the former. Otherwise, change would be impossible. Catlin 
is not totally blind to this, and yet he ignores its implications 
for the use of the idea of an equilibrium. In this he is typical of 
others in political science who assume that the existing state of 
affairs is the result of a momentary equilibrium of the elements 
involved. If everything is equilibrium, then the term is indeed 
barren of meaning. 

In the second place, is it possible to prove that an em¬ 
pirical system ever reaches a condition of equilibrium? Is equi¬ 
librium a condition of rest and how do we discover when change 
stops? I’o answer these questions we would have to be able to 
define quite sharply, more than we have done to this point, the 
meaning of the term. Catlin sensed the inadequacy of his own 
formulation but did little about it because of insunnountablc 
obstacles in his way. We shall discuss these in a moment. 

Catlin’s sensitivity arose from the fact that he was more 



278 / The Political System 

conscious than many of his fellow political scientists that he was 
trying to emulate economics and physics, in which the idea of 
equilibrium is prolific with insights. What he sensed and yet 
what he and others failed to realize sufficiently is that in both 
these disciplines the term is used with a precise meaning. The 
point at which the relevant interdependent variables of these 
disciplines come to rest can be identified precisely at the level of 
theory. But these disciplines have never aspired to identify this 
point empirically. For the physicist, for example, a point is in 
equilibrium when the vector sum of all the forces acting on that 
point is zero; in the case of an extended object it occurs when 
the sum of all the torques and forces equals zero. Similarly for 
the economist, equilibrium occurs when a given price brings sup¬ 
ply and demand into accord. It is possible to determine the quan¬ 
tity of goods or services being supplied together with the quantity 
that will be demanded at each price until a point is reached 
when the demand just equals the supply. This will be the equi¬ 
librium price. It is so called because at this point no one will 
seek to change his position either by supplying more goods or 
services or by demanding more. The interdependent variables of 
price, supply, and demand arc at rest. Exehange continues to 
take place, of course, and in this sense there is no cessation of 
life or activity. But there is stability in the sense that outputs 
and prices do not change. 

In contrast, however, to its use in political science, neither 
in mechanics nor in economics has the theory been designed to 
prove the existence of an equilibrium in reality. On the contrary, 
it has been recognized only as a “theoretical norm” or point 
of reference against which any empirical set of relations can be 
contrasted or compared. In mechanics, an essential ingredient of 
the equilibrium position is that it can be reached only in a fric- 
tionlcss world. In the real world the position can only be ap¬ 
proximated. Similarly in economics, only if certain conditions 
were stable would the economic system settle down into an 

“ J. A. Schumpeter, op. cit., chapter 2. 
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equilibrium position. All novelty in the basic circumstances sur¬ 
rounding economic choices, such as in the tastes, technology, 
and resources, would have to be eliminated. Barring the existence 
of these conditions, the empirical economic system never does 
settle down. It is in constant state of disequilibrium, moving to or 
away from an equilibrium, always in the neighborhoods of equi¬ 
librium'' but never arriving. In describing political life as pass¬ 
ing through moments of equilibrium, research in political science 
has therefore been seeking to convert a heuristic device into a sub¬ 
stantive description of the empirical world. 

Since traditionally the term has been used in an impre¬ 
cise, almost intuitive way, political scientists could not help 
but fail to overlook its full significance for research. Therefore, 
instead of viewing the state of equilibrium as a theoretical model, 
helpful in simplifying reality for purposes of analysis, rather 
than as an exact picture of reality, they have committed the 
natural mistake of considering the equilibrium a possible condi¬ 
tion of the empirical system. 

Catlin is not the only one who has fallen victim to this 
fallacy. It is equally apparent in the work of others—for example, 
of Charles Mcrriam. Various problems arise in connection with 
Merriam's work in this respect, and these will be touched on 
later. Here I wish only to point out that although his astute 
political instincts lead him to sense the inadequacy of character¬ 
izing the political system as a state of equilibrium, he does not 
really escape giving such a description. To avoid leaving the 
impression that he believes the political system is in a constant 
state of equilibrium, he repeatedly describes it as a “moving 
equilibrium.” This is an apt and persuasive phrase to catch 
the sense of periodic disorganization and reintegration which 
we certainly experience in political life. In depicting the cquilib- 

” Ibid., p. 71. Italics in original. 

” See C. E. Merriam, The Role of Politics in Social Change (New 
York: New York University Press, 1936), where he uses this phrase fre¬ 
quently. It appears regularly in many of his other works as well. 
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rium as one that moves, however, Merriam must mean that 
at certain stages in the process moments of equilibrium do occur. 
He leaves us with an image of the process as a series of 
discrete states of rest linked by periods of movement toward 
and away from equilibrium. Although no moment of rest is perma¬ 
nent, nevertheless real moments of equilibrium are part of the 
political pattern. To this extent, therefore, he joined Catlin and 
others in converting what economics and physics had found to be 
a useful tool of analysis into a misleading picture of reality. 

In strict logic, of course, we are not permitted to object 
to this attempt to prove that the empirical political system docs 
arrive at varying equilibriums. The onus would rest, however, 
with its users to prove that the political process, unlike economic 
or physical processes, actually does come to rest. At any rate, as 
a beginning it would be necessary to have a strict definition of the 
point of equilibrium so that we could clearly recognize the ob¬ 
ject of our search. We shall shortly return to this problem. 

Some political scientists have instinctively realized the 
difficulties of using the term and have avoided entirely the no¬ 
tion of a point of equilibrium while continuing, however, to use 
the equilibrium concept. As we shall see, there is considerable 
justification for this approach. But it too encounters certain ob¬ 
stacles inherent in the logic of the equilibrium idea, obstacles 
that destroy most of its utility for empirical research in political 
science, at least at the present time. This brings us to the second 
of the two substantive meanings which the idea of a general 
equilibrium assumes in research. The first was that of a con¬ 
dition of rest. The second is the idea of a balancing or equili¬ 
brating process, in which an equilibrium never obtains although 
there is a tendency towards it. This is why it can be called an 
equilibrating tendency. By conceiving of the political system in 
this way, a few political scientists have thereby implicitly re¬ 
jected the likelihood of the process settling down in equilibrium. 

The work of Bentley is a classic example of this view al¬ 
though, like most other uncritical users of the concept, he some- 
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times inconsistently writes as though the system did reach an 
equilibrium.^® Most of the time, however, he conceives of social 
groups as constantly in process of balance but never succeeding 
in establishing even a momentary, much less a prolonged, equi¬ 
librium or balance. He speaks of the equilibrating or adjusting 
that goes on among groups without contending that this is more 
than a tendency that never quite works itself out. There appears 
to be perpetual disequilibrium. 

Similarly, and much more prominently, in contemporary 
literature on international relations, it has become the en¬ 
trenched custom to talk not of the balance of power but of the 
balancing of nations, each against the other, with no state of 
rest or equilibrium being achieved. Students of international 
politics have long pointed out that the international process 
could never attain a state of balance because the most important 
conditions which would permit this are themselves constantly 
changing. An equilibrium could not be achieved even for the 
briefest moment because technology, populations, resources, and 
other such conditions upon which national power depends are 
themselves in constant flux. The most that can be said about the 
international process is that a balancing takes place. The tend¬ 
ency to a balance at any one moment immediately yields to a 
new one without any tendency ever fulfilling itself. In this 
sense, both domestic and international conflicts of interest and 
demands arc in process of equilibration rather than in equilib¬ 
rium. The process is steadily striving to achieve a moment of 
equilibrium, but it is driven on by changing circumstances so 
that equilibrium is never quite attained. 

The use of the idea of an equilibrium to imply a balanc¬ 
ing process does considerably enhance its utility as a concept, 
even though from the implication that all political life consists 
of moments of equilibrium wc leap to a contradictory premise— 
that all life is a process of disequilibrium. In one sense, it is 
true, this description of political life gives us no greater informa- 


A. F. Bentley, op. cit., p. 274. 



282 / The Political System 

tion than the statement that activity is part of an endless process 
of change. This is undoubtedly a correct insight into all social 
life, however stagnant life may appear to be on the surface, but 
it is not very helpful in carrying us beyond the mere statement 
of the fact of change. If this were the only meaning conveyed 
by the idea of disequilibrium, it could be considered only as a 
synonym and a stylistic substitute for the concept of change. It 
would give us little insight into the functioning of this constant 
process of change. 

Behind this description of political life as a disequilib¬ 
rium, however, there lurks a deeper theoretical implication. It 
transforms the concept from a substantive conclusion describing 
the political system into a tool for the analysis of the system. To 
speak of political life as being in constant process of disequilib¬ 
rium suggests that we are in fact contrasting it with a hypo¬ 
thetical condition of equilibrium. Disequilibrium therefore sug¬ 
gests more than change or constant flux, as conveyed by the 
notion of political process. It hints that tendencies towards equi¬ 
librium do exist but that changes take place in the basic cir¬ 
cumstances (such as the technology or population, for example) 
that abort these tendencies. This means that the disequilibrium 
is quite naturally being contrasted with an equilibrium condition 
that never materializes, a kind of normal situation which is a 
pure abstraction. It is as though the research worker held in his 
mind a model of what the equilibrium would be like if the 
present tendencies were allowed to work themselves out fully 
without any change in the basic conditions determining the power 
of various groups. The disequilibrium is then identified and de¬ 
scribed in the light of what would have emerged and the reasons 
for the failure of the equilibrium to come into existence arc 
then sought. In other words, it seems as though the concept of 
equilibrium is a heuristic, simplifying device to help understand 
the empirical world. We create in our minds a model of the 
normal outcome of the process at any period of time, if the 
identified tendencies could run their course. We then contrast 
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this with what is actually seen to happen and try to explain the 
difference. 

Essentially this is what is done in international relations 
when students describe the balancing process. They assume that 
if it were not for certain changes in the resources, technical 
know-how, population, and so forth, ultimately the conflicting 
power groups would arrive at a position where, given the rela¬ 
tionship of forces, no group would consider it could better itself 
by changing its position. It might desire to improve its position 
in relation to the other nations, but given its strength and that 
of others, no change in its activity could improve its position. 
At that position, under the given conditions, it is maximizing 
the returns from the amount of power it holds. But something 
intervenes to prevent such an equilibrium from being achieved; 
the given conditions never remain the same for a moment. It has 
been the task of political science to investigate the reasons for 
this, that is, for the changing patterns of international power. 
Such a conception of equilibrium must be present if the notion 
of the balancing of power is to have any meaning beyond that of 
constant flux. 

This implicit use of equilibrium as a tool for analyzing 
political life rather than for giving a substantive description of 
reality, brings it more closely into accord with the way we have 
seen it to be employed in mechanics and economics. And if it 
were not for the special problem of quantification, as we shall 
see, an equilibrium theory might serve quite satisfactorily as the 
major framework for all political science. 


3. General Equilibrium as Theory 

Let us look more closely at the possible value of the equi¬ 
librium idea as a broad theoretical construct to aid in simplify¬ 
ing and understanding political reality. As wc saw, in mechanics 
the idea of a frictionlcss world helps to simplify data for analyti- 
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cal purposes. In actual research, on examining the empirical 
world deviations from the results which the theory of the fric¬ 
tionless system predicts can be accounted for by variables in the 
empirical system not present in the hypothetical system. 

Similarly in economics, the value of constructing a the¬ 
oretical model of an equilibrium condition under perfect compe¬ 
tition is not that it then enables us to identify this condition in 
an empirical economic system. It is rather a point of reference 
to help us interpret the real world; it is so important a heuristic 
device that it has been called the magna carta of economists.^® 
The hypothesis is that at certain times the empirical system tends 
towards equilibrium. It has been found helpful to try to identify 
the reasons for the failure of the equilibrium to materialize, just 
how far a given condition is from equilibrium, and what paths 
must be taken in order to reach this point. Through this device 
it lias been possible to obtain considerable insight into such prob¬ 
lems as inflation, unemployment, and overproduction. 

The question here is whether the equilibrium theory could 
be used as a heuristic tool in political science, thus emulating its 
use in mechanics and economics. Could we raise to the level of 
conscious and deliberate analysis what lies hidden in the frequent 
use of the idea of equilibrium in political research? 

At the present level of development in political science, 
and for that matter in all social science with the exception of 
economics, the possibilities seem very slim indeed. To employ 
a model of a political equilibrium for the purposes of helping 
us to understand the complicated political system, it would be 
necessary to reduce the important political elements or variables 
to measurable terms. This need for quantifiable magnitudes is a 
substantial barrier in the way of equilibrium analysis of the po¬ 
litical system. It is conceivable that in some distant future quanti¬ 
fication may be much more successfully applied to political data 
than at the present and in that case, the utility of equilibrium 
analysis will immediately change. For the present and foreseeable 

”*J. A. Schumpeter, op. cit., esp. pp. 69-71. 
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future, however, wanting readily measurable data, we must rec¬ 
ognize its limits. 

Quantification is a prerequisite for equilibrium analysis 
because of the kinds of questions we must ask. Let us recall for a 
moment what we would be trying to do in such an analysis. We 
would be seeking to trace the way in which the various groups 
possessing power use it to shape policy: the way in which the 
power of one group influences the position of all other power 
groups, the reciprocal effects of the latter’s power, and the en¬ 
suing authoritative allocation of values. We would be identifying 
all the power elements in a situation, showing how they interact 
with one another to produce a particular policy; this we would 
call the state of the political system at any one time. Hypotheti¬ 
cally, as the result of this interaction, a policy would be reached 
with regard to which no element in the political system would 
find it worth while to change its position, that is, to seek to 
change the authoritative allocation of values, because at this 
point it would have maximized the returns from the exercise of 
its power. This point would be designated the equilibrium pol¬ 
icy. It would be a point of reference with which the actual state 
of the concrete political system could be compared and explained. 
The importance of identifying this position is that the equilib¬ 
rium would immediately reveal the determinants of policy; we 
would know exactly how much each of the elements iiillucnccd 
the given authoritative allocation of values. 

In thus using equilibrium analysis, we would be engaging 
in two separate kinds of menial operations. First, there is the 
need to construct at the theoretical level a model of the possible 
relations among the interdependent political variables. At this 
stage actual quantities are not required; the relationships can 
be stated in the form of mathematical equations. Presumably, 
since we would be searching for reciprocal effects, our model 
would consist of a series of simultaneous equations. But to demon¬ 
strate the empirical validity of the theoretical system so created, 
it is obviously essential to displace some of the mathematical 



286 / The Political System 


symbols with actual data. This is therefore the second kind of 
mental operation. By filling in the actual quantitative data for 
some of the unknowns, the others could be discovered. Theory 
here would therefore fulfill its major task of permitting the solu¬ 
tion of problems with a minimum of actual observation of data. 
The limitations inherent in the lack of quantifiable data with 
regard to power applies to this validating operation. Let us look 
at this conclusion more closely. 

It is clear that at the theoretical level, with no direct 
reference to empirical data, a political model, emulating the 
economic model of perfect competition when novelty is stabi¬ 
lized, could be worked out through some form of symbolic math¬ 
ematical representation. Here no quantification of any of the 
variables would be required. The task would be to isolate the 
important elements in a total political situation and then trace 
out in symbolic terms the way in which simultaneous changes, 
under specified hypothetical conditions, would affect each of the 
variables and the ultimate positions of equilibrium for the whole 
system of variables under the given conditions. It is not incon¬ 
ceivable that a sophisticate in the use of mathematical tools might 
be able to work out some elaborate logical relations between po¬ 
litical variables and policy to indicate points of equilibrium. The 
reason for this is that he would be tracing out relationships in 
hypothetical terms only. This kind of logical analysis would be 
the first stage in developing a framework for simplifying reality. 

While such a theoretical model is satisfactory and indeed 
necessary for working out the possible relations among political 
variables when approaching the problem in equilibrium terms, 
the real difficulty comes in testing, when we try to apply the 
analytic framework to the concrete political system. This is why 
although a symbolic analysis may be possible, at present and for 
the distant future it has limited utility in practice and therefore 
must be characterized as inadequate theory. When we try to fill 
in the logical terms of the various mathematical equations with 
empirical data, we find that we have devised very few satisfac- 
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tory indices with which to measure the power of the interacting 
political elements. 

It is true, we can measure voting, content of communica¬ 
tions, numerical strength of various groups such as armies, 
parties, and interests, the physical resources of nations and of 
lesser groups within limits, and financial reserves. Preliminary 
techniques are even available for measuring such intangibles as 
social status, which plays such an important role in power re¬ 
lations. Even if we were to put all these and other measurable 
dimensions together, however, we would still not have even the 
beginning of an adequate composite index to measure the 
amount of power held by competing groups. For this reason, 
it would be difficult to discover just what would be a possible 
empirical position of equilibrium. Wc would not be able to find 
out how much power any of the elements possessed, how much 
each influenced the other, and how much of a particular kind 
of policy was influenced in a measurable degree by these ele¬ 
ments. Lacking measurable terms with regard to power, we could 
not calculate just what empirical condition we could character¬ 
ize as an empirical equilibrium, even though we did not expect 
the concrete political situation ever to work itself out to this 
point of equilibrium. In terms of the mathematics involved, 
wc could not provide the quantified data to fill in enough of the 
unknowns in our simultaneous equations to make a solution 
possible. 

In economics for example, the theoretical model is useful 
to help understand problems in the real world because the mag¬ 
nitudes of demand and supply can be determined quantitatively. 
If wc had similar data for the important political variables, it 
would be possible to discover the amount of power being exerted 
in a situation. Presumably, wc would then be able to determine 
how far we were from an equilibrium position. Wc could tell 
whether we were tending towards equilibrium or away from it 
and what path must be followed to arrive there. This would give 
us a good idea as to what to expect in the way of future political 
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activity. We would be in a position to establish how much 
power each of the participating elements would need to exercise 
in order to achieve this condition of equilibrium or to abort it. 
Lacking appropriate indices for the measurement of power, how¬ 
ever, much of the usefulness of the point of equilibrium as a the¬ 
oretical norm disappears. 

A little work by L. J. Henderson, the physiologist, en¬ 
titled Pareto*s General Sociology ,confirms the existence of such 
limitations, not only for political science, but for all the social 
disciplines in which measurable magnitudes are scarce. Caught 
up in the popularity of Pareto during the thirties, Henderson 
espouses the utility of Pareto’s equilibrium analysis for the social 
sciences as a whole. To that end he undertakes to expound the 
minimum prerequisites for the satisfactory application of this 
analysis. His incisive logic, however, overcomes his optimistic 
over-identification with Pareto. Although the whole work bears 
the message that equilibrium analysis is the golden key to the 
social sciences, tucked away in an appendix is a word of caution 
that turns the gold to lead.-^ He admits there the limited use of 
this kind of analysis for the present because of the lack of suit¬ 
able quantitative methods. “But the greatest restriction upon the 
use of the social system [equilibrium analysis] depends upon the 
impossibility, at least for the present, of the use of suitable quan¬ 
titative methods. . . In the face of this admission, his con¬ 
viction about its applicability to the social sciences stands in sharp 
contradiction to the resources he himself feels arc available. 

At the present stage in the development of the social sci¬ 
ences, therefore, speculation about the various logical models that 
might be worked out for politics is only a pleasant intellectual 
game. To be useful empirically, equilibrium theory must put 
great store on measurement, and therefore political science would 
have to concentrate on the discovery of units of measurement for 

" Sec footnote 1 of this chapter. 

L. J. Henderson, op. cit.. Appendix, note 6. 

"Ibid., p. 95. 
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its major variables. To the extent that political science has failed 
to do this, it has been remiss in its obligation to equilibrium anal¬ 
ysis, the only visible approximation to a systematic theory. As 
yet political science has not been able to reduce the complex 
power relations of society to the necessary numerical quantities, 
and there is little prospect that in the foreseeable future it will 
be in a position to do so. 

The very fact that the equilibrium concept compels us to 
give such weight to measurement is itself a handicap in the use 
of this theory. Measurement is, of course, useful since it gives 
one form of precision to data. It is, however, not the only form. 
Qualitative description can in its own way be just as precise. In 
normal communication, for instance, little difficulty is found in 
conveying precise ideas without a high degree of quantification. 
The description of the leadership qualities or character trails of a 
political boss or the structure of a political machine can achieve a 
high level of precision without the introduction of quantitative 
terms that go beyond elementary arithmetic. The adoption of 
equilibrium analysis as the central framework, as has been im¬ 
plied in a large segment of political research, if treated seriously, 
would lead political science to devote excessive attention to prob¬ 
lems of quantification. This is not to say that it ought to neglect 
measurement entirely; obviously there is and will always con¬ 
tinue to be great room and need for improvement here. To the 
extent that this improvement does take place, the utility of the 
equilibrium concept will grow. But barring the sudden discovery 
of satisfactory devices for transforming present qualitative data, 
the prerequisites for faithful equilibrium analysis would threaten 
to direct the energies of research workers away from such quali¬ 
tative data as a most valuable raw material at the present time.^* 

“For it is not to be denied that the carrying over of the methods 
of natural science to the social sciences gradually leads to a situation where 
one no longer asks what one would like to know and what will be of decisive 
significance for the next step in social development, but attempts only to 
deal with those complexes of facts which are measurable according to a 
certain already existent method. Instead of attempting to discover what is 
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Those in political science who would adopt the notion of 
equilibrium have not entirely neglected these quantitative prereq¬ 
uisites. Catlin, for example, is well aware of the need for this 
measurement and makes a slight gesture towards it. “An econom¬ 
ics without measurement,” he writes, “would approach more 
closely to a philosophy than a science, and would be of small 
significance in coping with the details of practical problems. Sim¬ 
ilarly, it is important to recognize the high significance for pol¬ 
itics of introducing into its study not only statistics, but a system 
of measurement of political transactions as such.” His own op¬ 
timism about the early possibilities of such measurement was, 
however, an expression of the youthful exhilaration with scien¬ 
tific method in his day, and it bordered on scientism, instead of 
being a sober estimate of the current realities. 

There is a further difficulty inherent in the data of politi¬ 
cal science which distinguishes it from economics. In the latter, 
for special reasons, it has been possible in the first stages to re¬ 
duce the significant variables to three: price, demand, and sup¬ 
ply. Considerable mathematical difficulty is encountered even in 
treating the interdependent relations of these three. There is lit¬ 
tle prospect that political variables could be limited to so few a 
number. The multiplicity of variables, even if they could be sat¬ 
isfactorily quantified, would still place formidable barriers in the 
way of a rewarding equilibrium analysis. 

In spite of the extreme limitation that the lack of quanti¬ 
fiable variables and their very numbers impose on the explication 
of an equilibrium theory, we cannot say that the concept has no 
value at all. Its merit, however, lies at the level of insight rather 
than of potentially usable theory. It is valuable as an image to 


most significant with the highest degree of precision possible under the 
existing circumstances, one tends to he content to attribute importance to 
what is measurable merely because it happens to be measurable.” K. Mann¬ 
heim. Ideology and Utopia, p. 46. 

“G. E. G. Gatlin, A Study of the Principles of Politics, p. 275. 
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strike certain analogies between the political process and a genu¬ 
ine equilibrium condition. As such an analogical image, it con¬ 
veys important ideas about the relations among the elements in 
the political process. 

In the first place, the description of this process as an 
equilibrium suggests that the process takes place in a political 
system. As we have seen earlier,-® the idea of system is vital for 
purposes of general orientation to the subject matter of political 
science and lies at the heart of any attempt to formulate general 
theory. The suggestion that the parts of political activity arc re¬ 
lated in a system implies two things. On the one hand, it implies 
that the parts of the process are mutually dependent and there¬ 
fore any change in one part will influence the rest of the system. 
The resulting changes so occurring will in turn react back on the 
element stimulating the initial change. It insists on plural rather 
than on single factor causation. 

On the other hand, the equilibrium idea implies that the 
interrelated parts tend to cohere. This is the fundamental mean¬ 
ing of system. To stress again a point made earlier, the idea of 
coherence is an inescapable premise if one seeks to construct a 
conceptual framework for any area of knowledge. We must be 
prepared to make the assumption, in the initial stages, that the 
elements under inspection arc not only functionally interdepend¬ 
ent, but that for purposes of analysis it is realistic to consider 
these elements in isolation from the rest of the world. They form 
a system of themselves. If the variables were not temporarily iso¬ 
lated, it would be impossible to discover how they inllucnced one 
another. We would have to trace the effect of every conceivable 
factor. An unisolatcd system would be subject to so many influ¬ 
ences that it would be impossible to discover the relation of the 
most important variables. By isolating the most significant ele¬ 
ments and considering them a .system separate and apart from 
the rest of the world for the moment, we arc able to simplify 


“ Chapters 2 and 4. 
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reality. We can then try to work out their relations. At a later 
stage it would, of course, become necessary to trace the effect of 
variables from outside the system, in this way gradually approx¬ 
imating the real conditions under which the system functions. 

Concretely, the notion of equilibrium suggests, therefore, 
that the elements of the political process have a real tendency to 
hang together, because they all bear a more important relation 
than any other set of elements to the distribution of power and 
authoritative allocation of values. By perpetuating this idea, the 
equilibrium concept has retained the necessary foundation for 
any conceptual framework. Its only difficulty has been that the 
framework implicit within itself would require for fruition a de¬ 
gree of quantification unattainable today. 

In the second place, the idea of a moving equilibrium, or 
a world in flux constantly striving towards equilibrium but never 
achieving it, maintains at the forefront of political inquiry the 
problem of political change. Because the term bears this essential 
insight, it is understandable why Merriam felt impelled to return 
to it so frequently. As I noted earlier, most research today still 
tends to devote itself to an analysis of stationary relations rather 
than of historical change. Although change as brought about 
through revolutions—the emergence of new political movements 
or changing personality types-®—has drawn the attention of some 
political scientists, normally the dynamics under investigation 
have concerned the processes of relatively stationary conditions in 
the political system. Historical change, which was a problem of 
paramount importance to the theorists of the nineteenth century, 
has fallen into disrepute, undoubtedly in part because of its de¬ 
cline by the turn of the century into remote, uninspired philoso¬ 
phies of history. For this reason, the identification of this image 
of a moving equilibrium or of aborted tendencies to equilibrium 
should serve to keep alive the importance of studying political 
change. 


"See, for example, D. Riesman, The Lonely Crowd (New Haven: 
Yale University Press. 1950). 
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4. The Consfifutional Equilibrium 


In political research the equilibrium concept does not 
only imply a mode of analysis for understanding the general con¬ 
ditions of the political process. Quite often it occurs in a special 
sense to mean a constitutional equilibrium, the second major 
meaning mentioned at the outset. A glance at the meaning of 
equilibrium when it is associated with the idea of a constitutional 
order will serve to throw into sharper relief the theoretical im¬ 
plications of the notion of general equilibrium. It will at least 
show that in rejecting the idea of a general equilibrium as a 
major framework for research this need not deny the utility of 
the concept in other contexts. 

In describing a constitutional order as one of equilibrium 
among contending forces political scientists have not intended to 
signify that this order is in a condition of equilibrium in the gen¬ 
eral sense already described. Nor for that matter do they imply 
even a state of disequilibrium. The fact that the system is at rest 
or in restless motion is not a point of primary interest. Instead, 
used in this sense equilibrium describes those necessary condi¬ 
tions for the existence of a constitutional order within a nation and 
of peaceful relations among nations. These conditions consist of 
the existence of a relatively equal distribution of power so that no 
one group or nation, or combination of them, can dominate over 
the others. Such a distribution, since it leads to mutual restraint 
on the part of the power groups, becomes the basis of the rule of 
law and freedom, both domestically and internationally. Free¬ 
dom is said to depend upon the existence of an equilibrium 
among groups contending for power, an idea that has persistently 
reappeared since the days of Aristotle. In describing this condi¬ 
tion as an equilibrium, therefore, the stress falls not on the posi¬ 
tion of rest but on the absence of a preponderance of inilucnce 
over policy in the hands of any one of the participants. 

Over the course of the history of political thought, the 
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idea of an equilibrium as the condition of a constitutional order 
has presented itself in many forms. At times it has appeared as 
the judgment that only a balance or equilibrium among social 
classes will permit the rule of law. Perhaps a foremost work in 
living memory, which received widespread recognition in the 
United States, was Gaetano Mosca’s The Ruling Classr’^ In 
it the role of classes in maintaining a constitutional and a dem¬ 
ocratic balance is a major theme.-^ At times the proposition has 
been broadened to include a balance, not only among classes, but 
among all social groups. This kind of analysis is intimately linked 
with the prevalence of ethical and empirical pluralism. Where 
all groups are in balance, the abuse of power by any one group is 
thereby restrained. Furthermore, as crystallized in the classic 
statement in The Federalist, the point has been made that a so¬ 
cial equilibrium is insufficient. A legal order rests upon a politi¬ 
cal structure in which the major organs are separated and pitted 
against each other in a nice balance. The procedural restraint 
of the separation of powers was designed to introduce an equi¬ 
librium within the legal structure.-® 

The broadest application of the notion occurs in the field 
of international relations. Peace, opinion often holds, depends 
upon an appropriate balance of power, one in which the distribu¬ 
tion approaches the point of equality among the major combina¬ 
tions of nations. This differs from the proposition that all nations 
are in a perpetual condition of balance or process of balancing 
their power. We met this sense earlier. According to the earlier 
use, any distribution of power, if allowed to run its course without 
change in the power held by any nation, would tend towards a 
point of rest. In the present context, however, balance or interna¬ 
tional equilibrium constitutes only that distribution of power among 


"(New York: McGraw-Hill, 1939). Edited and revised by A. Living¬ 
ston. 

*"vSee also C. J. Friedrich, op. cit., p. 33. 

" Ibid., p. 183; and C. E. Mcrriam, Systematic Politics (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1945), pp. 173-5. 
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nations that prevents “any one of them from becoming sufficiently 
strong to enforce its will upon the others.” 

When the concept of equilibrium is used in any of these 
illustrated contexts it may convey two possible meanings, the first 
of which will be dealt with here, and the second just below. In the 
first sense it may mean that of all the possible equilibrium posi¬ 
tions towards which a political system might tend, there is one 
that can be called the constitutional. In this state of the system, 
power would be distributed among the political elements in some 
rough degree of equality. We could argue that only in this state 
of the system could political freedom prevail. In this sense, there¬ 
fore, the constitutional equilibrium would be a special case of 
the general equilibrium. 

We must therefore bear in mind that even though we 
should conclude at the end of this discussion that something 
different is meant when speaking of a constitutional equilib¬ 
rium than when talking of a general equilibrium, it is nonethe¬ 
less possible to characterize a constitutional system as a point of 
equilibrium. The reason for this is that when we speak of any 
political interaction as displaying a tendency towards equilibrium, 
we mean that each element competes with all others and ulti¬ 
mately, if no changes in the external conditions take place, each 
would reach a point at which it had the most it could get under 
the given circumstances. Therefore, any distribution of power 
may have a tendency towards an equilibrium position. Ulti¬ 
mately some point could be reached at which no clement would 
seek to change its relationship to other elements, fn this sense, it 
would be possible to say that a constitutional system consists of 
that equilibrium which is achieved when wc find power distrib¬ 
uted in roughly equal proportions among the major elements in 
the system. 

What brings a constitutional system into equilibrium here, 
however, is not the equal distribution of power but the tend- 

” S. B. Fay, “Balance of Power,” Encyclopaedia of the Social Sci^ 
ences, Vol. 2, pp. 395-9, on p. 395. 
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cncy of the interacting elements of the system to settle down 
to some sort of adjustment in which each maximizes the returns 
from the exercise of the power that it does hold. If power were 
distributed quite disproportionately this would in itself not pre¬ 
vent an equilibrating tendency. We might call the equilibrium 
arising where power is equally distributed a constitutional equi¬ 
librium, because we suspect that only under the conditions of 
relatively equal dispersion of power can freedom prevail. The con¬ 
stitutional aspect of the equilibrium refers to the way in which 
power is distributed at a particular moment; the equilibrium as¬ 
pect refers to the tendency for movement to cease. 

As an illustration, we can look at the way in which var¬ 
ious writers who are consciously committed to describing the po¬ 
litical system as a moment of or tendency towards equilibrium 
deal with the question of democracy. In most current concep¬ 
tions of democracy, constitutional order is usually an important 
element; accordingly what is said about democracy applies as well 
to a constitutional system. The converse, of course, would not 
necessarily be true, since not all constitutional orders need be 
democratic. 

In a logically consistent analysis of the general political 
equilibrium, constitutional democracy would be just a particular 
kind of equilibrium. In a state of equilibrium, the theoretical 
model could take the form of a democracy, a dictatorship, or any 
other variety of political system. Given the necessary pattern of 
power relations to begin with, tlic political process in the system 
might work itself out in such a way that once a dictatorship was 
achieved, none of the elements would find any inducement to 
alter its position. The same result holds true for a democracy. 

Thus, for Catlin-^^ a democracy is not distinguished by 
the restraint it imposes on men, although this is a factor in the 
process of interaction of willing individuals. Democracy is rather 
the most .stable equilibrium of power groups. Its durability de¬ 
rives from the widespread diffusion of power. The point for 
" G. E. G. Gatlin, op. cit., chapters 6 and 7, and esp. pp. 206 and 262. 
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ratlin is that a certain kind of diffusion leads to a very stable 
equilibrium and this he calls democracy. Similarly, for Bentley 
democracy is a variety of balancing tendency, since normally he 
did not view the political system as being in a condition of equi¬ 
librium. Democracy for him is the kind of equilibration that 
leads to the predominance of “large, united weak interests upon 
less numerous, but relatively to the number of adherents, more 
intense interests.” ^2 With each author, democracy is only a spe¬ 
cial case of the general equilibrium or equilibrating tendency. 

The work of Charles Merriam, especially, is an excellent 
illustration of why it is quite consistent to associate the idea of 
general equilibrium with the description of the ethical political 
system we call constitutional democracy. It is particularly appro¬ 
priate to turn to his writing because, through his many years as 
teacher, author, and academic impressario, he has left a deep im¬ 
pression on political terminology and analysis. A diffusion table 
tracing the spread of the equilibrium concept in American po¬ 
litical research would probably reveal him as one of its main re¬ 
cent sources. 

His writings show a strong commitment to the idea of a 
general equilibrium and to the interpretation of constitutional 
democracy as a moment in a moving general equilibrium. His 
special concern for democracy exists despite the fact that during 
one period he was wont to say that he “was not a propagandist 
for a particular power pattern.” In fact, even though he hoped 
his research was always universally applicable, more frequently 
than not it was so shaped by his adherence to the democratic 
ethic that it imposed a limit to the scope of his conclusions. 

Merriam interpreted the “political association,” or as we 
would say, the political process, as a mechanism for the attain¬ 
ment of what he variously calls an equilibrium, adjustment, har¬ 
mony, accommodation, reconciliation, cohesion, modus vivendi. 


“A. F. Bentley, op. cit., p. 454. 

"C. E. Merriam, Political Power, p. 325. 
“ Systematic Politics, p. 8. 
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and resolution of interests. Sometimes, as earlier examples have 
shown, and as a reading of works by Bentley or Merriam amply 
illustrates, these terms are freely used as synonyms to avoid lit¬ 
erary monotony. And yet, very often there is a slight but impor¬ 
tant difference in meaning. The difference often indicates that 
the author is less concerned with any kind of general equilibrium 
than with the conditions of equilibrium in a political system 
dominated by ethical rules of conduct normally associated with 
democracy. This interest in the equilibrium under special norms 
of conduct must not be permitted to mislead us into assuming at 
once that the author must be talking about a constitutional equi¬ 
librium as such, rather than a constitutional order as a special 
case of a general equilibrium. 

Merriam’s work is a good example. He writes as though 
his remarks apply to all political systems. In fact they usually re¬ 
fer only to systems in which democratic rules of conduct prevail, 
however much his illustrative material may be drawn from other 
ethical orders. “Significant as are the group accommodations just 
discussed,” he writes, “the adjustments of personalities in the gen¬ 
eral framework of the social milieu arc of equal meaning. If one 
looks objectively at government he may observe a mass of person¬ 
ality reconciliations which must somehow be effected. . . 

Or “government arises from the necessity of adjusting the needs 
and desires of human beings struggling for forms of association 
through which human personalities may be adjusted, aided, or 
advanced toward higher levels of attainment.” Lurking be¬ 
tween the lines of such remarks arc two ideas: first, that a con¬ 
dition docs occur when the various elements are adjusted, balanced, 
or in equilibrium; and second, that the balance is a product of some 
form of give-and-take or proportional use of capacities on the part 
of the participants. The second idea interests us here. It carries a 
concealed ethical premise. It suggests that in the political systems 


“ Political Power, p. 24. 

^Systematic Politics, p. 1. See also his New Aspects of Politics, 
pp. vii-viii and 240. 
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he has in mind an ethical rule prevails which induces the various 
participants to yield something in order to make an equilibrium 
or adjustment possible. 

The ethical rule of compromise is implicit in the use of 
such terms as reconciliation or accommodation. Each implies that 
the participants work out a modus vivendi on the basis of recip¬ 
rocal concessions. To attribute the use of these synonyms to the 
desire for novelty in expression is too superficial a reason. Their 
use conceals rather that moral imperative under which the author 
thinks the equilibrium is achieved. It usually reflects the demo¬ 
cratic ethos out of which the author’s work arises, for Merriam 
is quite clear that this accommodation not only occurs but that 
it is desirable for it to occur.*^^ A conception of equilibrium de¬ 
void of moral content to the maximum degree would suggest that 
whatever the moral rules governing in a political system, the ele¬ 
ments would ultimately end in equilibrium, assuming that basic 
change was stabilized. The use of the alternative terms already 
noted suggests that the author is interested rather in the special 
case in which democratic moral rules govern the behavior of the 
members of the political system. It is an ethical order in which 
no member is so intransigeant as to refuse to make some con¬ 
cessions and to compromise for the sake of elementary peace and 
order. 

Quite unwittingly, Merriam and others are in this way 
concerned with the equilibrium under the ethical rules of com¬ 
promise normally associated with the democratic character. This 
is not inconsistent with their use of the notion of a general equi¬ 
librium, nor does it convert their thinking to a purely normative 
level. It is quite within the bounds of systematic causal theory to 
examine the way an equilibrium would be achieved, assuming 
that certain ethical rules sway the members of the system. The 
conditions of equilibrium here would be somewhat different 

” Prolof^ue to Politics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1939), 
p. 88. Here the author adopts as his ideal what he elsewhere says political 
systems actually do: “States must set up and maintain a working balance 
between personalities, interests, and ideologies, in calm and in storm.** 
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from those of the system in which other rules of conduct prevail. 
Presumably, where a political system contained authoritarian per¬ 
sonalities in large numbers, if such persons were absolutely in¬ 
flexible and unyielding in their demands, the same distribution 
of power as prevailed in a system governed with democratic ethi¬ 
cal rules would nevertheless lead to a different point of equi¬ 
librium. The relative merits of the two equilibriums is of course 
another matter. 

The work of Charles Merriam, in particular, makes it 
clear, therefore, that the kind of constitutional order associated 
with democracy, and by implication, any other kind, can be 
analyzed as a special case of a general equilibrium. The useful¬ 
ness of such an analysis is of course circumscribed by all the 
handicaps associated with any kind of equilibrium research at 
the present juncture in political science. If the idea of constitu¬ 
tional equilibrium implied only a special case of equilibrium 
analysis, there would be little reason to devote special attention 
to it here. What has been said earlier would automatically apply 
to it too. 

When political scientists refer to a constitutional order, 
however, they often use the idea of equilibrium in a second sense, 
as I have intimated.''® Usually they do not intend to imply that the 
system is at or tends to a point of rest. What they usually seek to 
bring out is the fact that freedom is possible only where power 
is not concentrated in one or a few of the political elements in a 
system. They are not necessarily implying a framework for 
analyzing the relationship among the elements of the system. 
They are not asserting that authoritative policy takes its shape 
from the fact that the elements arc mutually dependent and tend 
to act and react on each other until a position of rest is achieved, 
assuming that the system could work itself out. Rather, they are 
describing certain factual conditions: where the elements of the 
system arc pitted against one another so neatly that no one cle¬ 
ment is able to act solely in the light of its own interpretation 

-See p. 295. 
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of what is desirable under the circumstances, there freedom is 
possible. 

It is for this reason that democracy, being viewed as a type 
of constitutional order, is often depicted as a political system in 
which the various elements exercise a mutual restraint, desig¬ 
nated also as an equilibrium. A student of the balance of power in 
general, in referring implicitly to his own idea of democracy, 
writes: “It follows that the great desideratum is the achievement 
of an approximate, even if ever-changing, equilibrium among the 
conflicting institutions. Strife is accepted as normal ... as a so¬ 
cial good. It denies to any institution the power completely to 
destroy other institutions, therefore putting a limit upon its 
ambitions to secure the absolute dominion and absolute peace, 
which is here identified with tyranny.” Similarly, in his search 
for the characteristics of the political process, Childs identifies the 
political problem, obviously meaning the democratic problem, as 
the discovery of the way “to preserve an equitable balance among 
the numerous organized forces” and “to harmonize group desires 
fairly.” The assumption is that all people and groups do or 
should count equally or proportionately, depending on one’s 
view of justice, in forming policy and that a device for limiting 
the power of any one group in the process will achieve this goal 
or is the basis upon which the goal has already been achieved. 
Equilibrium refers here to the equitable (usually conceived of as 
roughly equal) distribution of power which makes democracy 
possible. 

Logically, there would be nothing to prevent a research 
worker from collecting the data to show that any existing de¬ 
mocracy docs consist of a constitutional equilibrium, that is, of 
an equal distribution of power. In practice a few do. By far the 

®F. 'Pannenbaum, “Balance of Power in vSocicty,” 61 Political Sci¬ 
ence Quarterly (1946), 481-504, on p. 500. 

H. L. Childs, Labor and Capital in National Politics, p. 178. 

Ibid., p. 181. See also F. E. Schattschncidcr, Politics, Pressures and 
the Tariff, p. 288, where he speaks of the need, in the face of unbalanced 
interest groups “to preserve an equilibrium in many cases." 
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vast majority, however, associate the notion of constitutional de- 
mocracy with democracy as a goal imperfectly achieved in prac¬ 
tice. We hear more about the conditions of mutual restraint on 
power which theorists would like to see prevail than about an un¬ 
ambiguously factual description of democracy in these terms. 
Schattschneider, in his Politics, Pressures and the Tariff, shows 
how social scientists often let their values crowd out the facts. 
Here he indicates in a minute way, seldom duplicated since, how 
the actual power exerted on governmental agencies is unequally 
distributed to the disadvantage of the broader mass of the people. 
On the other hand, if the conditions of a mutual restraint among 
equally powerful combinations of groups actually did prevail in 
any political system, the concept of constitutional equilibrium 
would, of course, validly describe such a condition. However, 
since the practices of most democracies in history have only im¬ 
perfectly fitted this description, the notion more often expresses 
an ideal than a fact. 

It is clear, therefore, that to describe either an ideal or an 
exi.sting democracy as a constitutional equilibrium, something 
quite different may be and often is meant from a moment of 
equilibrium in the earlier sense of the word. This is why the idea 
of constitutional equilibrium has been chosen for special atten¬ 
tion. It conveys the notion that only under conditions where 
power is spread throughout the system so that each element is re¬ 
strained by other elements can an equilibrium be achieved. Equi¬ 
librium here means not a state of rest but a condition where 
power is so widely dispersed that each element must vie with 
the others to influence policy, and in the process the restraint 
exercised by each upon the others permits the existence of politi¬ 
cal freedom. In this context, a political system is said to be in 
equilibrium when there is some kind of equality in the distribu¬ 
tion of power, either among social classes, groups, or nations, oi 
in the political structure, so that no one group can use its power 
without inhibition or limitation. In the light of our discussion 
of the general equilibrium, as 1 have said, the equal balance 
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might conceivably be the point of general equilibrium in the 
whole system, but this is not necessarily nor customarily implied 
when the concept is used to depict a condition of constitutional 
order. Sometimes, however, the concept is used in such a way 
tliat it lends itself to both interpretations simultaneously. 

The constitutional sense of the equilibrium concept has 
few theoretical implications. It raises, rather, certain empirical 
questions about the truth or falsity of the following narrow-gauge 
generalization: there is an invariant relation between constitu¬ 
tional order and freedom on the one hand, and the mutual re¬ 
straint and limitation flowing from a relatively equal distribution 
of power, on the other. 

This insight of numerous profound political theorists over 
the centuries is not, of course, free from doubt. The data arc 
so indecisive that as valid a case might be made for a contrary 
generalization. Where strong combinations of groups, relatively 
equal in strength, have each been poised against the other, this 
has usually been a sign of the threatened disintegration of the 
going political system with its conversion into a new order or 
with its complete disappearance. The fact that in Athens during 
the fifth century B.c., classes were relatively equally weighted, 
for instance, ultimately helped, because of irreconcilable internal 
dissension, to lead to the collapse of the city. Similarly, in the in¬ 
ternational order today we have ample proof that the more closely 
combinations of nations approach equality in power, the less 
likely a constitutional or a peaceful order will obtain. 

In eontrast to what is now the almost axiomatic proposi¬ 
tion that equality in power generates restraint, it might be sug¬ 
gested that equality leads rather to fear, semiparalysis in the reso¬ 
lution of important inter-group differences, and ultimately to the 
appeal to violence to settle an impossible situation. Ihe experi¬ 
ence within nations might even be cited in evidence. In the con¬ 
temporary American political system, there has been consid¬ 
erable fear expressed, temporarily allayed by the Second World 
War and now to a lesser extent by the cold war, that the growth 
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of powerful interest groups might so divide society and so re¬ 
strain each group in the desire to take action that the continua¬ 
tion of the very community might as a result be at stake. 

It helps little to add Montesquieu’s often-forgotten quali¬ 
fication that the balance in the governmental structure called the 
separation of powers and presumably the substantive balance 
among social groups can be successfully maintained only under 
conditions of agreement on fundamentals in the community. In¬ 
deed, if we argue that agreement on fundamentals is a prereq¬ 
uisite for division about lesser problems, we destroy the very 
notion that a true relation exists between roughly equal disper¬ 
sion of power as a restraining mechanism and constitutional 
order. Where there is unity on fundamentals, this is evidence of 
the existence of the united effective power of the bulk of the 
community behind these fundamentals, whatever they may be. It 
is conceivable that a constitutional order may depend as much on 
the united power behind one set of fundamentals as on divided 
powers each tilting against the other. Competition among social 
groups may be tolerable only because the power of all groups is 
unitedly behind constitutional processes; constitutional order may 
be a function of unified power, not of equilibrium among groups. 

I am not concluding that freedom necessarily depends on 
the preponderance of power in the hands of a combination of so¬ 
cial groups so great that it will not fear to tolerate dissenters. The 
suggestion only is that on the basis of the available data this 
hypothesis is as plausible as that of constitutional equilibrium 
through power equality. It is a conelusion that serves to bring 
out the fact that because the conception of constitutional equi¬ 
librium raises essentially faetual questions, it applies to a range 
of problems separate and distinct from the idea of a general equi¬ 
librium as a mode of analysis. While the latter may have limited 
value in political research today, we must bear in mind the sug¬ 
gestive hypothesis associated with the substantially different function 
of the same term in the idea of a constitutional equilibrium. For 
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this reason it is important to distinguish clearly the sense in which 
the term is being used. 

It is not always easy to determine the meaning. It is ob¬ 
vious, however, that although the word may remain the same, its 
intention differs markedly depending upon the context. The sim¬ 
ilarity of expression ought not to mislead us. If it is necessary at 
present to discard the idea of a general equilibrium as a concep¬ 
tual framework because of the lack of sufficient measurable data, 
we must be careful not to destroy at the same time the unassoci- 
ated idea of mutual power limitation also implicit in the same 
word. In this sense the concept of equilibrium can be used without 
raising the problem of quantification; it can remain as a goal or 
standard against which the achievement of any existing democracy 
in limiting power can be tested or as a description of the conditions 
necessary for one possible interpretation of democracy. 

In conclusion it may be said that because of the apparent 
limitations of the general equilibrium as a concept, we arc com¬ 
pelled to the opinion that its ultimate value can lie only in the 
very fact of its inadequacy for a systematic political theory. We 
would, of course, be in a much stronger position if, in the shad¬ 
ows of empirical research, we could find concealed the outlines 
of a viable conceptual framework. But lacking that, the next 
best thing is at least the discovery of some sort of theory, what¬ 
ever its inadequacies. This may sound like a deliberate and per¬ 
verse invitation to error. But the truth is that, like all other 
learning, theoretical development takes place through trial and 
error. A poor theory is better than none at all, first, because it at 
least shows us the paths that ought not to be taken. This is no 
mean accomplishment. Indirectly the underlying equilibrium theory 
suggests that political science ought to search in other directions for 
a satisfactory framework in which analysis would rest primarily on 
qualitative rather than quantitative description. vSccond, no theory 
is so inadequate that it docs not leave some positive, helpful residue 
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for subsequent research. The idea of a general equilibrium implicit 
in so much empirical work in political science, as I have already 
suggested, can help to perpetuate the notion that political activity 
is part of an empirical system and of a process of change through 
time. These are insights which future attempts at theory construc¬ 
tion can scarcely neglect. 



Chapter 


The Rejuvenation of Political Theory 


an attempt to fashion a tool, 

Arthur F. Bentley 

Perhaps the most surprising feature about the equilib¬ 
rium concept is not the inadequacies of the general theory that it 
suggests; it is rather the fact that political scientists have shown 
little awareness of the presence of such a theory in the recesses 
of their work. If political science had entirely shunned theo¬ 
retical inquiry, this neglect of the equilibrium idea would have 
been understandable. But even though in practice the develop¬ 
ment of a conceptual framework has received very little atten¬ 
tion, one field of political research, political theory, is devoted 
exclusively to theoretical research. The existence of such a field 
more than justifies our asking why political theory as we know it 
today has contributed so little to the development of systematic 
theory. 

From what I have already said, it is clear that contem¬ 
porary political theory is not particularly concerned with em¬ 
pirically oriented theory. Indeed, if anything, it conceives of it¬ 
self as primarily a moral enterprise, interested particularly in the 
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history of moral ideals. While it is not considered improper to 
pass judgment on the validity of statements of facts, neverthe¬ 
less this is secondary and incidental to the historical interpreta¬ 
tion of moral views. 

Because of this heavy emphasis on the history of moral 
views, a strange relation has developed between political theory 
and the empirical part of political science. Nominally they ap¬ 
pear to be part of the same discipline; in practice they have be¬ 
come almost entirely independent. Nominally, most students 
who are committed to empirical research are willing to accept in 
a very general way the need to consider the alternative moral 
purposes for which their research might be used; and most po¬ 
litical theorists today arc equally ready to recognize the need to 
know how people act in actual situations. In practice, however, 
neither the empirical nor the moral research worker will go far 
beyond mere tolerance of the other. Each is equally imperialistic 
in seeking to convert almost the whole of political science to his 
own interests. The result is that empirical and moral research 
workers find difficulty in understanding each other and, what 
is even more disastrous, find little use for each other’s research. 
Although they are members of the same discipline, their work, in 
practice, has little relationship. 

In spite of this uneasy and tenuous connection between 
empirical research and moral inquiry, however, many political 
scientists continue to support the claim that political theory is 
the central subject matter of political science, the one field, if 
any, that can give it a sense of unity. This feeling is reflected in 
the curricula of many universities, for example, where in gradu¬ 
ate training political theory is the one field, among a possible six 
or seven in political science, that is required of all students. In 
face of the manifest remote connection between current theory 
and the rest of political science, the feeling has strangely man¬ 
aged to persist that the study of theory helps to provide a com¬ 
mon core of knowledge and a unifying framework for all polit¬ 
ical research. 
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In part, this feeling is the child of a wish rather than an 
inference from facts. Acutely aware of the lack of a common 
frame of reference, political scientists tend to fall back on po¬ 
litical theory as a last resort, with the hope that the unity of 
their discipline might be found there. Historicism has continued 
to thwart this hope. In part, however, this feeling stems from a 
sound instinct about the potentialities within traditional theory 
which even historicism cannot entirely conceal or destroy. The 
great political theories of the past reveal these inherent potential¬ 
ities. If we examine the general characteristics of these theories 
we shall be able to appreciate why the contemporary ineradicable 
instinct about the place of political theory in research is well 
founded. Furthermore, an analysis of the general nature of the 
great theories should help to show how modern theory can once 
again be securely linked to the main body of political research. 


1 . The Task of Political Theory 

If we divest ourselves of historicist preconceptions about 
the appropriate way to study the great theories, we shall be in a 
position to appreciate why political theory is central for the de¬ 
velopment of reliable political knowledge. A non-historicist 
approach reveals that in earlier limes political theory did not con¬ 
fine itself exclusively or even primarily to moral inquiry or his¬ 
torical interpretation. On the contrary, the great theories sought 
to embrace the whole of political life. The conception of po¬ 
litical theory as a predominantly moral enterprise is of very re¬ 
cent vintage. In the past such theory dealt with all the funda¬ 
mental problems of political life: with questions about the nature 
and determinants of political activity, about the goals towards 
which people ought to act and about the method and techniques 
for conducting political research. The most cursory examination 
of political inquiry as early as that of Aristotle or as late as that 



310 / The Political System 

of John Stuart Mill would indicate that problems such as these 
fall within the ambit of the great theories. 

Thus, although it is true that these theories have always 
shown a strong concern for the goals of political life, we would 
be seriously misled about the characteristics of a political the¬ 
ory if we did not recognize that in practice it offered insights into 
actual political relations. Indeed, there are few political theories 
which do not go considerably further and offer at least a latent, 
empirically oriented theoiy of major proportions. The reason for 
this is that, as we saw, a theory cannot deal only with values 
even if the theorist so desired. Values can be explored only in 
relation to factual conditions. And where profound minds have 
been directed to things as they exist, it is almost inevitable that 
in their search for reliable propositions about such things, they 
should seek to phrase their thought at the most abstract level. 
In this sense, every theory includes some insights about a pos¬ 
sible conceptual framework for the study of the political system. 

If we examine closely the components of a political the¬ 
ory, the presence not only of value theory but also of insights 
with regard to empirically oriented theory becomes quite evi¬ 
dent.^ A political theory consists of four major kinds of proposi¬ 
tions: factual, moral, applied, and theoretical. Strictly speaking, 
wc ought to say that these are several logical aspects of proposi¬ 
tions since no statement can ever refer exclusively to facts, values, 
or theories. Each aspect of a proposition is usually involved with 
one or more of the others. But since this is incidental to our main 
purpose, we can speak as though what is separable in logic is 
also separable in practice. 

If we look at the most obvious and general character¬ 
istic of a political theory, wc see that the latter refers not 
solely to what is but to the state of affairs men would like to see 

' 'I'hc relation of political theory to political research has periodically 
drawn the attention of political theorists; see, for example, W. W. WiU 
loughby, ‘The Value of Political Philosophy’*; G. H. Sabine, “What Is a 
Political Theory’*; and J. R. Pcnnock, “Political Science and Political 
Philosophy,** 45 American Political Science Review (1951), 1081-5. 
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come into existence. Every theory is consciously oriented to 
values. Even if pure moral discourse were possible, however, it 
is clear that a political theory is never an exercise in pure axiol¬ 
ogy. In the first place, at the base of each theory there are certain 
propositions describing factual circumstances, either contempo¬ 
rary or historical. The presence of such factual propositions need 
not detain us long, for no one would deny their existence in a 
theory. They allege that certain events occurred at stated times 
and places or that given political circumstances have existed. 
Facts such as these can be verified in the same way as any other 
historical facts. 

In the second place, each theory implies the choice of a 
constellation of values which the political theorist uses as cri¬ 
teria to appraise the structure and practices through which social 
policy is made. Today there is such a disproportionate emphasis 
on this aspect that we need not dwell on it any longer. In the 
third place, these value-oriented propositions of a theory also im¬ 
ply that the means advocated by the theorist for realizing his 
values will be adequate for the attainment of the kind of political 
system he prefers. These propositions deal with the application 
of knowledge for the realization of ends. In order to demon¬ 
strate that a selected means will be hospitable to given ends, how¬ 
ever, the theorist must assume that he can show a universal, 
that is, highly probable, connection between the means he would 
use and the ends he desires. As we saw earlier, in order to 
prove that the use of means B will achieve the goal A, there 
must be an assumption that, under the given conditions, when¬ 
ever B occurs, it is more probable rather than less that A will 
follow. Otherwise there would be no reasonable assurance that 
the advocacy of the given means would produce the desired re¬ 
sults. In elTect, then, the theorist must be assuming the existence 
and validity of still another kind of proposition, namely, some 
generalized or causal statement about the relations of fads. 
Only on the basis of this causal theory is he able to specify with 
some assurance how his goals can be achieved. 
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To illustrate concretely that a political theory is composed 
of this variety of propositions we can turn for a moment to Locke 
in his second treatise Of Civil Government, There can be no 
question that Locke makes observations of political facts that rest 
on his knowledge of history and of his own time, and, therefore, 
we do not need to dwell on the factual statements. Similarly, 
the presence of a value theory is beyond question. The very con¬ 
cept of natural law and derivative natural rights in which Locke’s 
reasoning, like that of his age is imbedded, indicates the existence 
in this treatise of moral theory. But what is not always so clearly 
discerned or understood is that if Locke was to show the best 
way of organizing a political system for the pursuit of a moral 
life, he was compelled to make certain implicit assumptions in 
the realm of causal theory. Having claimed to show that a given 
means would produce a specified result, such as the preserva¬ 
tion of one’s natural rights, he could have proved this, if called 
upon, only by asserting a universal connection between relevant 
facts. 

At one point, for example, he says that to obtain a po¬ 
litical system that will secure men in their natural rights the leg¬ 
islative must be separated from the executive power. But to have 
any reliability for this applied principle, Locke must be assum¬ 
ing that, if called upon, he could prove that such a minimum 
“separation” of powers does prevent the abuse of authority. Pre¬ 
sumably, he might turn to the whole constitutional history of 
England, culminating in the Whig revolution, as evidence for 
the validity of this assumption. But the assumption that there 
is an invariant relation between the division of powers and the 
impartial formulation and execution of the laws is nothing less 
than a narrow-gauge causal theory.- This implicit theory stands 
out sharply in Locke’s own words, even though the statement is 
cast in the form of an application of knowledge. “And be¬ 
cause it may be too great temptation to human frailty, apt to 
grasp at power, for the same persons who have the power of mak- 

* For this term see again chapter 2. 
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ing laws to have also in their hands the power to execute them, 
whereby they may exempt themselves from obedience to the laws 
they make, and suit the law, both in its making and execution, 
on their own private advantage, and thereby come to have a distinct 
interest from the rest of the community, contrary to the end of 
society and government.” ® This is clearly a seventeenth-century 
way of saying that there is an invariant relation between con¬ 
stitutionalism and the structure of political institutions. Although 
the analysis would take us too far astray from our main purposes, 
it could be shown that underlying the applied and empirical 
aspects of Locke’s treatise there are certain theoretical assump¬ 
tions about the nature of the political system as a whole. There 
are insights in the work that could be tapped as an aid to inquiry 
into systematic theory. And what is true of Locke’s work applies 
equally to any political theory. Every such theory consists of this 
variety of propositions: factual, moral, applied, and theoretical. 

When properly viewed, therefore, the great political the¬ 
ories of the past are not simply inquiries into desirable political 
conditions of living. They correspond, at the level of knowledge 
and skill then available, to what we know today as political sci¬ 
ence. The thoughtful, so-called political theorists were in fact 
total social scientists who, knowing no division of labor, felt free 
to explore every aspect of political life. In narrowing the study 
of the political thoughts of these earlier social philosophers to a 
reporting of their moral wisdom, contemporary political theory 
has helped to conceal from the rest of political science valuable 
resources for an understanding of causal theory, particularly of 
alternative conceptual frameworks. Clearly, the wisdom of the 
great social theorists needs to be scrutinized for its insights about 
general political theories. In neglecting this task almost entirely, 
contemporary political theory has thereby contributed directly 
to the negligible role that constructive theoretical inquiry, in its 
causal as well as its moral aspects, has played in American polit¬ 
ical science. 

■John Locke. (Second Essay) Of Civil Government, chapter 12. 
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The study of political theory today, therefore, has at its 
hand the subject matter for an inquiry into systematic theory. 
If it is to exploit fully the potentialities within its subject matter 
and if it is to carry out the promise implicit in its designation as 
the theoretical field within political science, I am suggesting that 
it ought to devote itself to analyzing and constructively formu¬ 
lating causal as well as moral theory. In this way political theory 
would once again be central to an understanding of political life; 
it would become a meaningful instrument of research for all 
political scientists. 


2. The Autonomy of Theoretical Research 

Inquiry into moral theory cannot be assigned to a sepa¬ 
rate compartment for research. It invariably requires knowledge 
about the facts of political life. Accordingly in engaging in con¬ 
structive theoretical research a political theorist would be com¬ 
pelled to devote attention to causal as well as moral theory. As 
far as the empirically oriented aspect of theoretical research is 
concerned, however, a word of caution must be introduced at 
this point. 

The complaint is sometimes heard that where highly 
general social theory is discussed, as in sociology, the results have 
usually been too abstract for immediate application to the facts.^ 
We sometimes hear that theoretical formulations tend to become 
so generalized that it is diflicult, if not impossible, to reduce the 
theoretical statements to propositions that can be tested by early 
reference to the facts. The apparently strange part about this 


*See, for example. R. K. Merton. Social Theory and Social Struc¬ 
ture, chapters 2 and 3. For the relation between theory and empirical 
research sec as well S. A. StoufTcr. “Some Afterthoughts of a Contributor 
to ‘I hc American .Soldier* and D. Riesman. “Some Observations on Social 
Science Research.” 11 Antioch Hi'view (1951). 259-78; and A. de Grazia. 
“I he Process of rheory-Rcscarch Interaction,” 13 Journal of Politics (1951), 
88-99. 



The Rejuvenation of Political Theory / 315 

accusation is not only that it is perfectly true but that if it were 
otherwise theory would not be offering itself enough latitude for 
development. Once theoretical inquiry is undertaken, it may well 
become caught up in a logical momentum of its own, in which 
initially the main effort centers in obtaining theoretical insights 
that some day may be reformulated in verifiable terms. Theoreti¬ 
cal insight would be too narrowly inhibited if it had to direct its 
attention at the outset towards immediately verifiable generali¬ 
zation. 

I do not mean to maintain, of course, that the ultimate 
usefulness of a general theory rests upon anything other than its 
correspondence with political facts. But we must be perfectly 
aware of what this paramount need for empirical verification docs 
or does not imply for theoretical inquiry. It docs not mean that at 
every stage in theoretical work we must be able to test our gen¬ 
eralizations immediately or to cast them into operational form. On 
the contrary, at a high level of abstraction, theory needs to be 
free to develop unhampered by excessive worries of verification; 
in much the same way mathematical physics, for example, 
may so far outstrip the realm of possibility that no visible con¬ 
nection between the theory and the facts may at once be apparent. 
There is an area and a time, in other words, when we may wish to 
pursue the logic of a theory and its postulates for their own sake. 
To demand that a theory be actually verifiable at each stage of 
its development would impose on it an unnecessarily severe 
burden. All that we need demand of theoretical research is that 
in principle we are able to test it by reference to sensory data. It 
would be a separable and continuing task to translate theoretical 
propositions into verifiable form. Of course, to the extent that 
we could never reduce a theory to terms of research it would 
thereby have proved itself inadequate. 

Thus, while it is true that we ought to be able to state a 
theory in operational terms, this is the ultimate goal, not the 
starting point. As a consequence, we ought not to expect that 
any attempt to formulate analytic tools for an understanding of 
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the political system need immediately lend itself to verification. 
In some attempts it might be a separate and difficult task to remold 
any emerging theory so that it could be verified; in the process the 
theory itself, unless it were miraculously valid for all time, would 
undergo necessary modifications. 

This is the experience, for example, not only in the phys¬ 
ical sciences, such as chemistry and physics, but in economics. 
For over a century economics has dealt with economic activity in 
systemic terms. The idea of an economic system has even become 
part of lay vocabulary. For the most part, economic theory has 
followed an autonomous pattern, without being unduly con¬ 
cerned with rigorous empirical verification. 

By a chain of logical deductions from a few assumptions, 
economists have arrived at a body of principles which constitutes 
the bulk of theoretical economics. Important among these postu¬ 
lates are two: that men are governed by monetary rewards and 
punishments and that such resources as labor and capital are 
mobile enough to shift readily from one employment or invest¬ 
ment to another.® These postulates are not devoid of empirical 
relevance, but it is clear they can at most only approximate eco¬ 
nomic reality. From these and other postulates, introduced as the 
occasion has seemed to require, a body of general economic the¬ 
ory has developed. For the most part economists have been able 
to weight these theories with obvious empirical implications. 
But few really persistent attempts have been made to subject the 
theories to rigorous comparison with the facts. Indeed, within the 
last quarter of a century, the realization has emerged that ul¬ 
timately general theory must be anchored more securely in the 
fact of economic activity. It has led to the plea for empirical 
studies to test, for example, just how businessmen and consum¬ 
ers do arrive at decisions to save and spend, or to discover whether 

“Sec R. T. Bye, “The tnductive Testing of an Economic Deduction,” 
in Social Science Research Council, Committee on Scientific Method in the 
Social Sciences, Methods in the Social Sciences (ed. S. A. Rice) (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1931). 
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the concepts of marginal producer and representative firm do 
represent factual cases.® 

We could argue that economic theory has strayed too far 
and for too long from efforts to test its own propositions against 
actual economic processes. Whatever the truth might be, it would 
not amount to an argument against the autonomy, for certain 
purposes, of theoretical speculation in economics. It would sim¬ 
ply indicate that the economists had tended to neglect unduly 
the separate, although equally vital, task of translating their 
propositions into verifiable form. In political science this problem 
has not yet emerged, of course, since there is little consciousness 
of the need to develop theory. We could expect, however, that if 
political theory as an area of research should measure up to its 
tasks, any initial attempts at systematic theory, while empirically 
relevant, would nonetheless not necessarily be readily reducible 
to verifiable propositions. 

3. Conclusion 

In drawing this discussion to a close, the burden of the 
argument can be stated very simply. The attainment of reliable 
knowledge about political life, I have suggested, depends upon 
the development of the kind of analytical tool we call a con¬ 
ceptual framework. This is forced upon us not by any emotional 
attachment to a dogma called scientific method but only because 
good reasoning demands it. Every factual investigation of po¬ 
litical activity turns to a few out of a variety of possible variables 
or kinds of political relations. Rational research requires that we 
set up criteria by which to judge the importance of any particular 
variable for understanding political life. Otherwise, there would 
be no device for determining why a person should engage in 
one kind of research rather than another. 

A general theory provides just such a set of criteria. It seeks 
to identify the major variables significant for an understanding of 
• Ibid. 
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political life and to show their most important relations. It thereby 
provides some test for determining the significance of any piece of 
empirical research towards an understanding of the whole of politi¬ 
cal life; the empirical investigation, in turn, contributes to the con¬ 
tinuing task of improving the correspondence to reality of any 
existing theory. 

It has been my purpose to adumbrate some of the prob¬ 
lems which political science must face in undertaking the de¬ 
velopment of systematic theory. The construction of such the¬ 
ory is obviously not the work of a day or even of a generation of 
political scientists; it is the continuing obligation of all political 
research. But some of the problems are vividly apparent at this 
stage and of these I have examined a few. 

I have suggested that the development of theory depends 
upon the way in which we approach political activity viewed as 
a body of related phenomena. If we deny the possibility of ab¬ 
stracting from the whole of concrete interrelated social activity 
an aspect which we can identify as political, then clearly there 
would be no basis for probing further into a general political 
theory. Inquiry did reveal, however, that we can isolate a part of 
social reality for separate analytic treatment and that this is an 
aspect of social life for which political scientists have in fact tradi¬ 
tionally assumed special responsibility. At the minimum, political 
scientists have implicitly developed a common interest through the 
fact that they have been exploring the way in which values are 
authoritatively allocated for a society. Concretely, this means that 
it is possible to identify a broad variety of structures and practices 
which are closely associated with the authoritative allocation of 
values for a society. Collectively these activities can be called the 
empirical political system. Corresponding to the latter, for purposes 
of research it is desirable to construct an analytic framework com¬ 
posed of concepts identifying the major political variables and their 
possible relations. This would constitute the analytic or theoretical 
system. 

Whatever form such a systematic theory should take, two 
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aspects of it have seemed exceedingly clear at this stage. In the 
first place, such a theory would be compelled to specify the va¬ 
rieties of data involved in the analysis of any political relations. 
At the broadest level we would wish to know what varieties of data 
contribute to an exhaustive description of the determinants and 
the functioning of social policy. Such knowledge would provide 
some sure clue to inform the investigator when his research had 
exploited all relevant types of data. And in the second place, as 
we saw, a general theory would be compelled to provide cate¬ 
gories for examining the moral premises out of which the theory 
itself emerged. In this way, it could introduce a self-correcting 
mechanism to reduce error caused by the limitations imposed by 
the research worker’s moral outlook. 

Other questions critical for the development of a concep¬ 
tual framework might have been examined. Since the political 
system consists of all those interacting elements which contribute 
to the authoritative allocation of values, we might have inquired 
into the minimum tasks which any political systen) must fulfill 
if it is to function at all. We might have begun with the hy¬ 
pothesis that the very existence of any concrete political system 
demands that certain basic needs or functions be met. If we could 
have identified these functions, we might then have proceeded 
to discuss the various kinds of regularized patterns of activity 
that have emerged, at any time and place, as mechanisms to fulfill 
these tasks. 

The fruitfulness of this approach is suggested by its im¬ 
plications for the comparative study of political institutions. 
Given the discovery of similar or identical tasks in every political 
system, contemporary or historical, it would be possible to ex¬ 
amine comparatively the way in which these institutions fulfill 
the same tasks under the differing conditions of each political 
system. Political science would then be in a position to draw gen¬ 
eralizations that pass beyond the experience of any one political 
system or of the systems in any one culture or civilization. 

This would lead, for example, to two immediately visible 



320 / The Political System 

consequences in the study of political phenomena. In the first 
place, comparative government would find itself in need of dras- 
tic re-examination. As comparative government is known today 
in political science, it seldom passes far beyond the level of pure 
description of the institutions and practices of individual po¬ 
litical systems. The comparisons remain largely at the descriptive 
level. The approach suggested here could lead to comparisons 
with theoretical significance. And in the second place, the serious 
bias in contemporary political research towards the study of sta¬ 
tionary conditions could be remedied. The development of analytic 
tools of the character intimated here would make it possible to 
contrast the same political systems over periods of time, thereby 
illuminating the determinants of political change. 

It is clear, however, that had we undertaken to speak 
about these problems we would have been carried far beyond 
the avowed limits of this work. We would have been compelled 
to engage in what is undoubtedly the supremely engrossing task of 
actually undertaking to formulate a tentative theory. It has 
seemed wiser, however, to express first the ground for thinking that 
the development of any theory is an urgent task confronting 
political science today, rather than to undertake here the logical 
outgrowth of such a belief. My remarks consequently have been 
largely hortative and exploratory. Some suggestions with regard to 
the substance of a theory do of course emerge; without descending 
into totally abstract and arid analysis, it is impossible to discuss 
the method of research without supporting the inquiry by reference 
to substance. But for purposes of the discussion here, such refer¬ 
ences are incidental, however contentious they may be with regard 
to a possible theoretical framework. They do indicate, however, 
that without some thought about the nature of such a framework 
and indeed a preliminary image of it in mind, the present discus¬ 
sion of the need for political science to devote a share of its re¬ 
sources to this matter could and would not have been undertaken. 
A preliminary formulation of such a theory is, however, the task 
for a separate study. 
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159-70 

system, constitutional. See system. 

political; theory, equilibrium 
system, political, analytic and em¬ 
pirical, 96-8, 318; Jis subsystem of 
social system, 97-8; constitutional, 
295-305; empirical, 129; equilib¬ 
rium theory and, 291-2; meaning 
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technique, research, 48-9, 77 
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place in scientific method, 4, 25, 
53; pure and applied science and, 
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rium position, 295-300; as 
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294-5 
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267-8, 293-305; descriptive of 
a condition of change, 280-3, 
291; descriptive of a condition 
of rest, 274-80; disequilibrium 
and, 280-3; empirical pluralism 
and, 269-70; ethical pluralism 
and, 269-70; general, 267-92; 
general equilibrium as descrip¬ 
tive conclusion, 274-83; idea of 
political process and, 269; in 
economics, 278-9, 284-91; in 
mechanics, 278-9; in physics, 
278-9; major meanings, 267-8; 
meaning of general, 267-74; 
Merriam’s use of, 279-80; mov¬ 
ing equilibrium and, 280-3, 291; 
place in American political sci¬ 
ence of, 267; use in American 
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theory, ethical. See theory, value 
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theory, systematic 
theory, moral. See theory, value 
theory, political, as interpreted in 
empirical research, 65, 78-89; as 
value theory, 219-65, 233-4; char¬ 
acteristics of a, 307-14; compo¬ 
nents of, 310-14; constructive ap¬ 
proach to, 228-32, 264, 314; de¬ 
cline of modern, 233-65; meaning 
of, 52, 60, 220-1, 233-4; place in 
American political science of, 307- 
14; rejuvenation of, 307-14; Sa¬ 
bine's analysis of, 249-54; tasks 
of, 309-14; see also theory, causal; 
theory, value 

theory, reformative, 79-80 
theory, systematic, and relation to 
empirical system, 96-8; autonomy 
of, 314-17; behavioral data and, 
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57-9, 97-8, 314-17; Comte’s closed, 
11-12; conceptual framework as, 
57-8; contemporary political the¬ 
ory and, 307-14; critique of a, 
266-306; equilibrium theory as a, 
59, 65, 266-307; ethical theory 
and, 219-65: idea of system im¬ 
plicit in, 60, 96-100; in economics. 
316-17; in physics, 58; moral 
clarity and, 228-32; moral theory 
and, 219-65; need for, 61-2; ori¬ 
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ture system-building and, 12, 69. 
72; problems in formulation (»f, 
91, 314-17; reliability of knowl¬ 
edge and, 62; situational data and, 
149-99; types of data and, 149-52; 
value-free research into, 223-7; 
values and, 219-65; value theory 
and its relation to, 219-33, 317-18; 
verificatitm of a, 307-14; see also 
system, political; theory, causal; 
theory, equilibrium 
theory, value, amoral research, 223- 
7; applied knowledge and, 78-89; 
clarity and, 228-32, 256-7; con¬ 
formity in study of, 255-60; con¬ 
structive approach to, 228-32, 264. 
314; decline of mcxlern study of. 
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Troeltsch, E., 224 
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facts, 70; meaning of, 220-3, 260- 
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tive, 260-3; objectivity, 223-7; 
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of, 11-12, 23, 220-3, 260-3; truth 
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and, 223-7; verification of, 11-12, 
23, 220-3, 260-3; see also alloca¬ 
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inherent in use of, 18-19 
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Weber, M., 133 n., 194 n., 199 n., 
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The text of this book was set on the Linotype in a face called 
TIMES ROMAN, designed by Stanley morison for The Times (London), 
and first introduced by that newspaper in the middle nineteen thirties. 

Among typographers and designers of the twentieth century, 
Stanley Morison has been a strong forming influence, as typographical 
adviser to the English Mtmotype Corporation, as a director of two 
distinguished English publishing houses, and as a writer of sensibility, 
erudition, and keen practical sense. 

In 1930 Morison wrote: "Type design moves at the pace of the 
most conservative reader. The good type-designer therefore realises 
that, for a new fount to be successful, it has to be so good that only 
very few recognize its novelty. If readers do not notice the consummate 
reticence and rare discipline of a new type, it is probably a good letter." 
It is now generally recognized that in the creation of Times Roman 
Morison successfully met the qualifications of this theoretical doctrine. 
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